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Abstract 
Promotional publications are a basic public relations tool; they are used in all 
types of public relations activities as a key way of communicating with 
publics. But while promotional publications are recognised as a key tool for 
public relations practitioners, little research considers how these publications 
are developed by practitioners or how successful they are as part of the overall 
communication mix. The research literature contributes little to our 
understanding of how public relations practitioners develop promotional 
publications, how they ensure that their publications are successful, and how 
they work with other professionals (such as graphic designers and printers). 
While little research addresses the public relations practice of producing 
promotional publications, a number of researchers address information design 
issues, particularly in relation to technical documents and manuals. In 
addition, a growing body of literature addresses the ways that writers work in 
organisations. 
In this study, I extend the current literature on information design and 
collaborative writing into the domain of public relations. I look at how public 
relations practitioners approach the development of promotional 
publications, building a picture of the themes and issues that are important to 
public relations practitioners in their publications work. 
I conclude that much of the existing information design and collaborative 
writing literature may apply to public relations practice. I also conclude that, 
while practitioners express a preference for the team-based, reader-focused 
approach discussed in the information design literature, they appear more 
likely to adopt a traditional production line approach to their work. 
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Promotional publications: a key public 
relations tool 
Promotional publications are a basic public relations tool; they are used in all 
types of public relations activities as a key way of communicating with 
publics. A recent report in the industry magazine PR News suggests that 
companies use publications more frequently than they use any other tool to 
communicate with their publics (Zimmerman Murphey, 1997, p. 1). Leading 
public relations texts, such as Baskin, Aronoff, and Lattimore (1997), Grunig 
and Hunt (1984), Jefkins (1994), and Wilcox, Ault, and Agee (1997), 
recognise that developing publications is a primary task for public relations 
practitioners. The importance of publications as a public relations tool is also 
recognised by international awards schemes and by the accreditation 
requirements of public relations professional associationsl. 
But while promotional publications are recognised as a key tool for public 
relations practitioners, little research considers how these publications are 
developed by practitioners or how successful they are as part of the overall 
communication mix. Prominent public relations texts give only brief, general 
discussions on promotional publications (see, for example, Baskin, Aronoff, 
& Lattimore, 1997; Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Wilcox, Ault, & Agee, 1997), and 
any discussion of publications in industry journals and magazines tends to 
1. A number of international award schemes include categories for a range of publications, 
including the International Association of Business Communicators' Gold Quill Awards, the 
Public Relations Institute of Australia's Golden Target Awards (in Queensland), the 
International Academy of Communications Arts and Sciences' Mercury Awards, and the 
Society of Business Communicators/Australian Institute of Professional Communicators' 
Serif Awards. In Australia, the Public Relations Institute of Australia has an accreditation 
program for tertiary public relations programs; the accreditation requirements include the 
need for students to be trained in producing publicity materials. 
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cover only generally unsupported guidelines on specific aspects of document 
construction (see, for example, Bly, 1988; Bly, 1990; Upbin, 1993). The 
research literature contributes little to our understanding of how public 
relations practitioners develop promotional publications, how they ensure 
that their publications are successful, and how they work with other 
professionals (such as graphic designers and printers). 
The study of how publications are developed and designed is a new and 
emerging field that has not yet been applied to public relations practice. 
Until recently, research in the fields of graphic design and writing developed 
in parallel, reinforcing the traditional notion that, for many publications, 
'design' involves 'adding a bit of spice to the scene of a text' (Schriver, 1997, 
p. 6). The fields of graphic design and writing began to merge in Britain in 
the 1980s with the Plain English Campaign (Kempson & Moore, 1994, p. 1). 
In the USA, Plain English became an issue of public debate in the late 1970s, 
when President Carter decreed that clearly understood federal regulations 
were required; also in the late 1970s, the Document Design Center (part of 
the American Institute for Research) began its work assisting companies to 
rewrite and redesign their documents (National Board of Employment, 
Education and Training [NBEET], 1996, pp. 17-18). In Australia, the fields 
of graphic design and writing began to merge with the work of the 
Communication Research Institute of Australia and the Commonwealth 
Government's initiatives for International Literacy Year in 1990 (NBEET, 
1996, p. 14). My own involvement in the field began in 1990 when I was 
working with the public relations consultancy employed by the 
Commonwealth Government to develop its public awareness materials for 
International Literacy Year, including the Reader Friendly Documents Kit and 
the Commonwealth's national awards for reader friendly document practice. 
As is common in emerging fields, there are problems with defining and 
naming the study of publications. The terms 'document design', 
'communications design', and 'information design' are all in common use 
(Schriver, 1997, pp. 4-10). In this study, I use the term 'information design' 
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to name and describe the field, drawing on the definitions provided by Siess 
(1994b), Kempson and Moore (1994), Oma (1996, in Alexander, 1996), 
MacKenzie~Taylor (1997), and Britain's Information Design Network (1997). 
A rationale for my choice of the term 'information design' is included in the 
Definitions section on page 10. 
Expanding information design research 
into the field of public relations 
Information design research is characterised by two approaches: 
• Document-focused research that considers the impact that various 
design decisions have on readers (for example, studies that examine the 
effects on comprehension and reading speed of line length, type style, 
colour, organising cues, format, and word use) (for example, Gibbons, 
1991; Hartley, 1982; Keyes, 1993; Reynolds, 1984; Spencer, 1969; Stiff, 
1996; Tinker, 1963; Wheildon, 1995) 
• Reader-focused research that considers how readers respond to 
documents (for example, studies that examine how documents perform 
when used by readers, and how readers create meaning from documents) 
(for example, Fisher & Siess, 1990; MacKenzie, 1994c; Overmyer, 1991; 
Penman, 1993a; Penman, 1993c; Penman, 1994; Redish, 1979; Redish, 
Felker, & Rose, 1981; Rose, 1981, Schriver, 1997; Tufte, 1990). 
Much of the research in the information design field focuses on technical 
documents and manuals, covering a range of macro and micro design issues 
and providing guidelines for information design. Several researchers provide 
guidelines for information designers to follow (Felker, Pickering, Charrow, 
Holland, & Redish, 1981; Kramer & Bernhardt, 1996; Lewis & Waller, 1993; 
Redish, Felker, & Rose, 1981). But guidelines are oflittle use when it comes 
to explaining how documents are actually developed by organisations. In 
addition, guidelines can be frustrating for designers because they are often 
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vague and generic (Schriver, 1989, p. 244), and because they confine the 
designer's focus to the document itself, without incorporating the social 
context and the dynamics of the reader's interaction with the document 
(NBEET, 1996, p. 10). 
As Duffy (1981) and Oma (1996) note, we have little understanding of how 
documents are developed within organisations. In addition, little research 
focuses on the design of promotional materials. There is little evidence to 
suggest that the research relating to technical documents and manuals can be 
applied to promotional publications. There is also little discussion of the 
information design decisions made by the public relations practitioners 
producing these publications. 
While little research focuses on the ways that publications are developed by 
organisations, a growing body of literature addresses the ways that writers 
work in organisations (for example, Cross, 1994; Doheny~Farina, 1986; Ede & 
Lunsford, 1985; Lay & Karis, 1991; Odell & Goswami, 1985; Oma, 1996; 
Spilka, 1993b). Much of this research involves ethnographic case studies of 
organisational writing, examining the process of collaborating to write and 
edit successive drafts of a document and gain approval through the 
organisation's hierarchy. 
To date, collaborative writing research has focused on writers, editors, and 
managers, to the exclusion of other professionals involved in the information 
design process. While authors such as Lay and Karis (1991) extend the 
notion of 'authors' to include graphic designers and end users, research has 
not yet addressed the collaborative roles of the variety of communication 
professionals involved in the information design process. 
This study aims to extend the current literature on information design and 
collaborative writing into the domain of public relations. Through this study, 
I aim to develop a picture of how public relations practitioners approach the 
development of promotional publications. This study is exploratory in nature, 
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seeking to explain and understand the development of promotional 
publications from the perspectives of public relations practitioners. In 
conducting this study, I hope to contribute to the process of building theory 
about the practice of public relations. I also hope to develop some 
understanding of whether public relations practitioners adopt traditional 
approaches to design, separating the roles of writers, designers, and 
illustrators, or whether they adopt the practices discussed in recent 
information design literature, using a team approach to their work 
(Duchastel, 1982; Lay & Karis, 1991; Parker, 1989; Sless, 1994b; Schriver, 
1997; Waller, 1982; Wickliff & Bosley, 1996). 
Research question 
The main research question guiding this project is: 
How do public relations practitioners approach the development of 
promotional publications for their clients? 
Specifically, this study focuses on five aspects of the research question: 
• Whether there is an accepted process that public relations practitioners 
follow when developing promotional publications 
• Whether the various practitioners involved in producing a promotional 
publication work collaboratively during the production process 
• Whether the process used to develop promotional publications 
approximates the procedures and issues discussed by researchers 
• Whether practitioners believe that text and design work together in 
creating a successful promotional publication and whether this is 
reflected in the way they approach the work 
• How practitioners judge the success of the promotional publications 
they produce. 
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In this study, I build a picture of the themes and issues that are important to 
public relations practitioners in their publications work. From this picture, I 
build links with the research literature on information design and 
collaborative writing. I conclude that much of the existing literature may 
apply to public relations practice. I also conclude that, while practitioners 
express a preference for the team~based, reader~focused approach discussed in 
the information design literature, they appear more likely to adopt a 
traditional production line approach to their work. In this study, I identify a 
number of themes relating to how practitioners collaborate that were not 
anticipated from the literature review. I conclude that both researchers and 
practitioners are still a long way from understanding how practitioners 
collaborate when developing promotional publications for clients. 
Significance and scope of this study 
This study aims to extend the current literature on information design and 
collaborative writing into the domain of public relations. Through this study, 
I aim to develop a picture of how public relations practitioners approach the 
development of promotional publications. Little research on this topic exists 
and the field is not anchored in any sound theoretical base (Farkas, 1991; 
Oma, 1996). By exploring the public relations practice of developing 
promotional publications, I seek to add to the research base in the public 
relations, information design, and collaborative writing fields, contributing to 
the process of theory development. 
This study aims to describe public relations practitioners' approaches to 
information design from the perspectives of participants. It will produce 
detailed, specific findings that may be generalisable to theoretical concepts 
but will not be generalisable across a range of settings (Patton, 1990; Yin, 
1984 ). This study will provide a perspective from which to view and explore 
the work of public relations practitioners. 
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In this study, I focus on the information design work of public relations 
practitioners. I categorise the role that public relations practitioners take on 
when developing promotional publications as a 'project management role'. 
This role involves managing and directing the publication's development, 
and liaising with the client. The existence of this project management role is 
supported by Morgan (1997) and by my experience as a public relations 
practitioner. In designing this study, I assume that public relations 
practitioners will regularly work with specialist writers and graphic designers; 
this assumption is based on my own work in public relations practice. 
In this study, I focus on public relations practitioners who develop 
promotional publications for clients. To achieve this focus, I limit the study 
to public relations practitioners working in consultancies and in the public 
relations/communication sections of state government departments (these 
sections are structured so that the practitioners provide a consultancy~ like 
service to various divisions in the department). I confine the study's focus in 
this way for the following reasons: 
• Public relations practitioners who work regularly with clients should be 
experienced in guiding their clients through the publication development 
process, and in providing a rationale to clients on why the recommended 
approach is suitable. Paradis, Dobrin, and Miller ( 1985) suggest that many 
people find it difficult to discuss the document cycling process because it is 
not the subject of observation and group discussion (p. 287). Because 
practitioners working in a consultancy environment have to explain their 
work to clients, I suggest that these practitioners should find it easier to 
reflect on their work than practitioners who work in~house. 
• Public relations practitioners who work regularly with different clients may 
be more likely to have an agreed approach to their work than practitioners 
2. Suppliers to both the Queensland and the Australian Federal Governments are 
encouraged to attain Quality Assurance Certification under IS09000 to ensure consistent 
work practices. To achieve Quality Assurance Certification, suppliers are required to 
document their work practices and complete a quality manual, which is audited by a 
government or independent auditor. Quality Assurance Certification is included in the 
government's selection criteria for choosing public relations consultants. 
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working in~ house. This is particularly likely as several of Queensland's 
public relations consultancies and state government departments hold 
Quality Assurance Certification2; the process of achieving Quality 
Assurance Certification should mean that these practitioners have a 
defined approach to their work. One of the aims of this study is to consider 
whether practitioners describe a recognised approach to developing 
publications. I suggest that focusing on practitioners working in a 
consultancy setting will maximise the possibility that practitioners find the 
process easy to describe. 
Methodology 
This study is exploratory, seeking to explain and understand the development 
of promotional publications from the perspectives of public relations 
practitioners. Given the exploratory nature of the study, and the lack of 
existing literature on the topic, qualitative methods are appropriate 
(Creswell, 1994; King, 1994; Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Yin, 
1984). By describing the themes and issues that public relations practitioners 
identify as important, this study seeks to add to the existing research base and 
contribute to the process of theory development (Creswell, 1994; ] anesick, 
1994; Morse, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
A case study strategy is appropriate for this study (Marshall & Rossman, 
1995; Janesick, 1994; Stake, 1994; Yin, 1984 ), and focus groups are used as 
the method of data collection. Focus groups are used because they meet the 
criteria for the research method (outlined in Chapter 3), and because focus 
groups are familiar to people working in public relations. Focus group 
techniques have a number of advantages which support their use for this 
study; these advantages are discussed in detail in Chapter 3. This study 
involves five focus groups: three focus groups with project managers, and one 
focus group each with graphic designers and writers. 
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Analysis of the data collected for this study will follow the approach 
advocated by Strauss and Corbin (1990); the data will be interpreted and 
used to build theory. The primary data emerging from this study are 
transcripts of the focus group discussions (King, 1994; Morgan, 1988). Data 
analysis will follow an inductive approach, allowing major categories, themes, 
and patterns to emerge from the data (]anesick, 1994; Patton, 1990). Data 
analysis will involve open coding and axial coding to provide a picture of 
participants' views and offer a basis for developing further research (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, p. 115). 
Outline of this thesis 
This thesis is divided into five chapters: 
• Chapter 1 includes an introduction to the study, explaining the 
background to the research, the broad research problem, and an overview 
of the research methods. 
• Chapter 2 provides an overview of the research literature relevant to this 
study. Through the literature review, I explore the key issues identified in 
the research literature and begin to build a picture of the themes that may 
be important to the work of public relations practitioners. 
• Chapter 3 provides a rationale and justification of the methodology used 
for this study. In this chapter, I explain why focus groups are an 
appropriate method for this study, discuss the research procedure used, 
explain how the data are analysed, and examine the method's limitations. 
• Chapter 4 outlines the themes emerging from the data. In this chapter, I 
present the themes as they were described by participants, providing 
summaries of the participants' discussions grouped thematically, and 
including direct quotations from participants to illustrate and expand the 
summary of each theme. 
• Chapter 5 examines the conclusions and implications of this study. In this 
chapter, I return to the original research question, analysing the themes 
Page 9 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter I: Introduction 
emerging from the study according to the research question and the 
literature review. This chapter aims to build links between the research 
literature on collaborative writing and information design, and the themes 
discussed by participants in this study. 
Definitions 
Information design 
Information design is the process of designing information to facilitate and 
manage the relationships between people and information. In this study, I use 
the term 'information design' to describe the complete process of designing 
information for people, from initial concept through to distribution. In this 
definition, I draw on the work of Britain's Information Design Network 
(1997), and of MacKenzie-Taylor (1997), Kempson and Moore (1994), Oma 
(1996, in Alexander, 1996), Schriver (1997), and Siess (1994b). These 
authors highlight that the critical aspect of information design is a 
recognition of the needs of readers. 
As Schriver (1997) points out, there is no perfect name for the field that 
brings together writing, design, and the needs of readers. Schriver uses the 
term 'document design' and suggests that other common terms include 
'information design' and 'communications design' (pp. 4-10). Schriver argues 
in favour of the term 'document design', suggesting that 'documents' are not 
confined to print form, and that 'design' goes well beyond graphically 
packaging messages and incorporates the bringing together of prose, graphics, 
and typography. Schriver defines 'document design' as 'the field concerned 
with creating texts (broadly defined) that integrate words and pictures in 
ways that help people to achieve their specific goals for using texts at home, 
school, or work' (p. 10). In building this definition, Schriver recognises that 
she is challenging commonly held definitions of both 'document' and 'design'. 
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Schriver (1997) argues against the term 'information design', suggesting that 
some researchers feel it reminds them of the one~way, transmission models of 
communication. Schriver also suggests that the term 'information design' 
could remove the audience from the designer's perspective (pp. 6-8). In this 
study, however, I use the term 'information design' because I believe it implies 
a broader focus than 'document design'. In particular, 'information design' 
implies that the field encompasses electronic communication and face~to~face 
communication, which are important aspects of public relations work. In 
addition, I agree with MacKenzie~ Taylor (1997) and Sless (1994b) in 
suggesting that 'information design' removes the focus from documents to 
encompass the relationship between organisations and people. This focus on 
relationships is rnherent in the definition of public relations advocated by 
writers such as Baskin, Aronoff, and Lattimore ( 1997), Grunig and Hunt 
(1984), and Wilcox, Ault, and Agee (1997); these authors broadly define 
public relations as addressing the relationships between an organisation and 
its various publics. The term 'information design', then, allows us to recognise 
the importance of relationships while confining the focus of this study to 
promotional publications; the development of promotional publications can 
be seen as a subset of information design. 
While I use the term 'information design' to describe the field, I recognise 
that some of the work discussed in this study may not fit the definition of 
information design advocated by Sless (1994b). Sless argues that a necessary 
measure of information design is its performance, and suggests that work 
focusing on aesthetics and technical criteria is better described as 'graphic 
design'. Sless suggests that 'the contrast between graphics and information 
design is stark' (p. 12), and that good information design is usually the result 
of collaboration between a variety of individuals working as a team (p. 6). 
This suggests that Sless would describe a traditional approach to publications 
work, where writers and designers are kept quite separate, as 'writing' and 
'graphic design', not 'information design'. However, I believe that the 
emerging nature of the field and the exploratory aims of this study justify the 
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use of the term 'information design'; 'poor' information design is still 
'information design' in exactly the same way as 'unsuccessful' public relations 
is still 'public relations'. 
Information designers 
Information designers are the people involved throughout the process of 
designing information for people. In this study, information designers are 
taken to be all the people involved across the stages of document 
development, rather than those who are involved only at specific stages such 
as writing (referred to as 'writers', 'authors', or 'editors') or graphic design 
(referred to as 'graphic designers' or 'designers'). 
In this study, I refer to the information designers involved in the 
development of promotional publications as project managers, designers, 
and writers. 
• Project managers are the public relations practitioners responsible for the 
project's management and direction, and responsible for liaising with the 
client. This role is recognised by Morgan (1997) and fits with my own 
experience of Australian public relations consultancy practice. 
• Designers are the graphic designers responsible for the project's graphic 
design and production. These designers may work in an organisation with 
the project manager, or may work in a separate consultancy specialising in 
graphic design. 
• Writers are the people responsible for writing or editing the publication's 
text. These people may be from a journalism or public relations 
background, and may be part of the project manager's organisational 
structure or may be independent freelancers. 
Based on these definitions, there may be some overlap in the roles of project 
manager, designer, and writer. As Schriver (1997) points out, practitioners 
are increasingly expected to bridge traditional separations between 'word' 
people and 'design' people (p. 362). However, based on the roles described in 
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the research literature, and on my own experience in public relations 
practice, I suggest that the roles of project manager, designer, and writer are 
useful categories for this study. The primary focus of this study is on the work 
of public relations practitioners in their project management role. 
Promotional publications 
Promotional publications are taken to be the broad range of publications 
produced by an organisation for its external audiences. While publications 
can be developed in both print and electronic form, the focus of this study is 
confined to the print form. This study focuses on print publications because 
print remains the primary medium used by public relations practitioners to 
communicate with publics. 
This definition includes publications such as leaflets, brochures, posters, 
catalogues, booklets, and annual reports. These documents can be designed to 
sell a product or service, or to provide a reader with information. The 
definition excludes materials produced for internal audiences, such as internal 
memorandums, corporate plans, codes of conduct, and style manuals. The 
definition also excludes materials produced for specific individuals or 
organisations, such as proposals and letters. While the definition of 
promotional publications covers a broad range of materials produced by 
organisations, the primary focus of this research is on materials such as 
leaflets and brochures. Epstein (1981) suggests that these are by far the most 
commonly produced promotional items. 
Readers 
Readers are the audiences for whom the promotional document is developed, 
the people who read, access, interpret, and use the information provided in 
an organisation's promotional material. Readers play an active role in 
constructing the meaning of a document (Gibbons, 1991; Iser, 1989; 
Schumacher, 1981 ). 
Page 13 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter I: Introduction 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have outlined the aims of this study, suggesting that I aim to 
extend the current literature on information design and collaborative writing 
into the domain of public relations. Through this study, I aim to develop a 
picture of how public relations practitioners approach the development of 
promotional publications for their clients. 
This study is exploratory in nature, seeking to explain and understand the 
development of promotional publications from the perspectives of public 
relations practitioners. The main research question guiding this project is: 
How do public relations practitioners approach the development of 
promotional publications for their clients? 
In the following chapter, I will provide an overview of the research literature 





This chapter provides an overview of the research literature relevant to this 
study. Through the literature review, I aim to explore key issues identified in 
the research literature and begin to build a picture of the themes that may be 
important to the publications work of public relations practitioners. 
As outlined in the previous chapter, this study aims to explore the ways that 
public relations practitioners develop promotional publications for their 
clients. There is little research on this topic, and we have little understanding 
of how promotional publications are developed or how public relations 
practitioners approach their work in this area. In providing a research 
overview for this study, I draw on the related fields of information design and 
collaborative writing. 
This chapter is divided into ten sections: 
• Minimal research discusses promotional publications 
• Content and design are inseparable 
• Appearance may be the information designer's primary focus 
• Readers actively interpret publications 
• Reader motivation influences publication success 
• Information design research primarily addresses micro issues 
• Testing is a vital part of the information design process 
• Researchers offer a variety of guidelines for publication development 
• Organisational writing is a collaborative process 
• Conclusion. 
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Minimal research discusses promotional 
publications 
Very little research in the field of information design focuses on the 
production of promotional publications. As Oma ( 1996) notes, little research 
looks at how promotional publications are created and managed, how they 
are evaluated, how they help achieve organisational objectives, and the cost 
implications to organisations when promotional publications are poorly 
produced ( p. 4). Much of what we can conclude about the development of 
promotional publications must be applied from research analysing text books, 
technical documents, and manuals. 
The limited material relating to promotional publications either assesses 
micro issues of the document (such as the impact of headings, the organising 
devices in text, the use of graphics and illustrations, or the use of colour) or 
offers generally unsupported guidelines on specific aspects of document 
construction (see, for example, Bly, 1988; Bly, 1990; Up bin, 1993 ). Leading 
public relations texts offer only general discussions on producing promotional 
publications (see, for example, Baskin, Aronoff, & Lattimore, 1997; Jefkins, 
1994; Wilcox, Ault, & Agee, 1997). 
The leading texts on writing for public relations practitioners provide a clear 
focus on the writing and development of all types of publications relevant to 
the public relations context (including news releases, reports, proposals, 
feature articles, speeches, newsletters, annual reports, and brochures) (see, for 
example, Bivins, 1993; Newsom & Carrell, 1991; Tucker, Derelian, & 
Rouner, 1994; Wilcox & Nolte, 1995). While these texts include clear 
guidelines for the public relations practitioner on how to research and write 
these various publications, they offer little advice on the processes involved 
in moving from a written draft to a finished, printed product. Of the four 
texts, only Tucker, Derelian, and Rouner ( 1994) discuss the possibility of 
working with a graphic artist on a publication project (pp. 310-311). All four 
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texts suggest that the public relations practitioner's role involves determining 
the publication's format, layout, and design, without providing any more than 
a very brief discussion on how these decisions might be made. 
Some recent studies examine the extent to which promotional publications, 
particularly leaflets, are used by their intended audiences. These studies 
suggest that promotional publications are often not well used, and that people 
who need information are more likely to ask another person than they are to 
consult a printed document (Kempson & Moore, 1994, p. 10). Kempson and 
Moore discuss a variety of studies that suggest readers have low expectations 
of documents such as information leaflets. Readers expect these documents to 
be difficult to understand, uninteresting, and unlikely to answer their specific 
questions (p. 11). 
In a study of information leaflets designed to provide information on support 
services for the elderly, Epstein (1981) found that, although these 
information leaflets are produced in their millions, the vast majority are 
difficult to use, dull, and confusing. A survey of the elderly people targeted by 
the information revealed that few people recalled seeing them. An analysis of 
the brochures by experts in information design led to criticisms of the 
majority of leaflets on various levels- including basic design flaws and 
problems with the structure of the text. Both Epstein ( 1981) and McGarvie 
(1982, in Kempson & Moore, 1994, p. 206) found that few professionals or 
advice workers used the leaflets as part of their referral work. Yet Epstein 
found that the vast majority of the organisations producing these materials 
felt they had developed a good product. 
Epstein (1981) points out that two of the most critical factors in the success 
of an information leaflet are its distribution process and timing. Leaflets 
delivered at the point-of-sale (when people actually need the information) 
have a much greater chance of success. The leaflet remembered most readily 
by members of the target audience in Epstein's study was distributed to people 
when and where they needed it; it went out with the bill it related to. 
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Epstein (1981) concludes that, while there is an accepted wisdom that 
leaflets are not read, there is some evidence that leaflets may not be as 
ineffective as generally supposed. 
When we look only at those who have a need for the particular 
information in a leaflet, we find that their usage is much greater than 
the statistics for the general population of the elderly would suggest. 
There are hints, too, in the present study that an attractive, easy,to, 
read, aggressively distributed leaflet ... presented at the "point of sale" 
... is well,used. (p. 232) 
Epstein's conclusion is supported by Kempson and Moore (1994), who suggest 
that the use of promotional leaflets compares well to other forms of mass 
communication, and that they are likely to remain a major form of 
communication between organisations and their publics ( p. 11 ). 
Kempson and Moore ( 1994) suggest that a major challenge for information 
designers is to find ways to increase the likelihood that their documents will 
be read. Bernhardt (1986) argues that documents need to be both attractive 
and substantial; they should be attractive enough to draw reader attention, 
and substantial enough to encourage reading and use of the information 
(p. 71). Kempson and Moore (1994) report on a 1986 study by BMJ Research 
Partners suggesting that novel devices, such as competitions, can increase 
both reader understanding and action. BMJ Research Partners found that, 
when the Department of Energy included a competition (to win a house) in a 
booklet promoting energy efficiency, people who entered the competition 
were more likely to recall information from the booklet and more likely to 
have made energy,efficient installations in their home than people who had 
received the booklet but not entered the competition (BMJ Research 
Partners, 1986, in Kempson & Moore, 1994, p. 93). 
While studies such as Epstein's (1981) and BMJ Research Partners' (1986, in 
Kempson & Moore, 1994) are beginning to develop a picture of how 
promotional publications are used by readers, there is little research 
addressing the ways that organisations go about developing these materials 
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(Orna, 1996). Several researchers identify the benefits of building a more 
detailed understanding of how practitioners approach their work (Bernhardt, 
1986; Bouldin & Odell, 1993; Farkas, 1991; Kleimann, 1993; Spilka, 1993a; 
Van Pelt & Gillam, 1991). 
According to Orna (1996, in Alexander, 1996), organisations generally do 
not manage the process of creating information products particularly well. 
Through case study research of nine organisations in Britain, Orna suggests 
that organisations rarely have a specific strategy for their information 
products and that many organisations see their information products as final, 
discrete items, existing independently of their core business. Orna suggests 
that what is needed to convince organisations to improve the ways they 
handle their information products is evidence that these products are linked 
to their core business, and that information products can affect the 
organisation's bottom line. She suggests that there is currently very little in 
the research literature about the costs of bad products or the actual value 
gained from good ones (Orna, 1996, in Alexander, 1996). 
Content and design are inseparable 
Many authors agree that a document's content and its design are inseparable, 
working together to determine the document's success with its users 
(Department of Employment, Education and Training [DEET], 1990; 
Overmyer, 1991, p. 202; Swann, 1991, in MacKenzie, 1993b, p. 6). 'No 
matter how well the content is written, a promotional document can't be 
successful unless its design is accessible. No matter how well designed, a 
document will ultimately fail if it is not well written' (DEET, 1990). Newsom 
and Carrell (1991) argue that, in promotional publications, 'art and words 
have to work together to convey an idea, to sell the message' (p. 387). 
Bernhardt (1986) suggests that a document's design gives visual cues to the 
verbal organisation of the text (p. 66). According to Bernhardt, documents 
Page 19 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 2: Uterature review 
can be arranged along a continuum, with documents such as academic essays 
that convey relatively little information visually at one end of the 
continuum, through to documents such as pamphlets, brochures, and forms 
that reveal substantial amounts of information through visual cues. These 
visual cues include white space, illustrations, variations in typeface, and the 
arrangement of elements on the page. Bernhardt (1986) suggests that texts 
designed for public audiences, such as promotional publications, typically 
adopt visually informative strategies (p. 67). Using a visually informative 
strategy, promotional publications will give cues to readers about their 
document's structure through design features rather than text features. 
Waller (1985) proposes that printed text becomes a diagram that has no life 
apart from its realisation in print. Waller is suggesting that readers approach a 
text through its graphic form and that, in reading, readers do not separate the 
text from the form, or diagram. The choices made to create the diagram, 
including format, paper, binding, and typeface, can determine the document's 
success or failure (p. 106). Twyman (1982) identifies a strong relationship 
between content and visual presentation. He suggests that changes to design 
can change a message; if design is poor enough, the message can be 
sufficiently stifled to become almost mute (p. 3). Schriver (1997) echoes 
Twyman, arguing that typography can be used to reinforce or to mute a 
message ( p. 303). 
The importance of the printed diagram is supported by Tufte (1990), who 
argues that the visual organisation of information, rather than the quantity of 
information to be conveyed, is a major determinant of successful information 
design. Tufte (1990) suggests that 'clutter and confusion are failures of design, 
not attributes of information' (p. 51). MacKenzie (1994b) concurs, suggesting 
that comprehension and the effective use of a document are directly related 
to graphic structure. Design can directly influence the clarity of a message 
(p. 20). This inter~relation of content and design is acknowledged by 
Bernhardt (1986), who discusses the 'visual gestalt' of information. Bernhardt 
argues that attending to the layout of text 'requires considering the text as a 
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visual gestalt, focusing attention on the total visual impact of the text on a 
prospective reader' (p. 71). 
But although the interaction of text and design is widely recognised by 
researchers, in practice the various information design roles are often kept 
separate. Parker (1989) suggests that, in most cases, document production 
involves one person going off to produce copy, and another person going off 
to produce the design. They work independently, perhaps meeting up again 
just before they present their separate ideas to management for approval 
(pp. 31-32). As Farkas (1991) points out, strong emotional commitments to 
aspects of the document are likely when individuals make a distinctive and 
identifiable contribution to the final product (p. 17). These strong 
commitments can make it difficult to bring text and design together if they 
are developed independently. 
Schriver (1997) notes that most information designers have developed their 
expertise primarily in writing or design, but rarely in both. According to 
Schriver, writers and designers have been traditionally viewed as different 
types of communicators, with writers seen as 'word' people and designers seen 
as 'image' people (p. 362). This distinction between writers and designers is 
recognised by Carr (1995), who suggests that designers and writers tend to 
think differently; writers think in linear terms and designers think in creative, 
concept terms (p. 10). 
Waller (1982) says that writers typically compose a text before decisions are 
made about typography and layout (p. 160). This is reinforced to public 
relations practitioners through texts arguing that writing should occur before 
design is considered in any detail (Newsom & Carrell, 1991, p. 390; Wilcox 
& Nolte, 1995, pp. 319-337). Design considerations are often regarded by 
writers as side~effects of the manufacturing process, a marketing 
consideration, or possibly as related to the ergonomics of reading, rather than 
as an opportunity to articulate the document's context (Waller, 1982, p. 160). 
Duchastel (1982) argues that design has been traditionally seen as a 
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convenient way to package the message, and no more (p. 169). Overmyer 
(1991) identifies the many mediators involved in producing a document, and 
suggests that all the people involved have a cumulative effect in shaping the 
final product. As text authors are rarely involved throughout the entire 
process, they have little influence on the artifactual character of their texts. 
Most documents bear the visible mark of the designer or publisher (p. 206). 
However, this may not apply in public relations practice; unlike book 
publishing work, where the publisher generally takes over the production 
process from the author, in the public relations practice of producing 
promotional publications the practitioner is usually involved throughout the 
entire production process, from initial planning through to distribution 
(Wilcox & Nolte, 1995, pp. 319-336). 
Some of the difficulties that readers face with documents may stem from the 
traditional approach to information design. Writers are not normally 
expected to consider the layout of their material or specify its visual structure. 
Professional editors and document designers are not expected to intervene in 
the content of the material they handle (Waller, 1982, p. 150). In many 
cases, designers may not even read the text they are asked to design. This 
separation of roles, and the treatment of content and design as independent 
entities, means that the content and design of a document can be at odds. 
This creates problems for readers: readers approach a document as a single 
entity, accessing the content through the design. If content and design do not 
give the same message, readers can become frustrated or confused. 
Waller ( 1982) suggests that the problems inherent in the traditional 
approach to information design require radically new management structures, 
with specialist boundaries being redrawn and large teams of writers, editors, 
artists, and photographers working together to develop documents (p. 150). 
This approach to the development of publications encourages research into 
the needs of the audiences. It also ensures that typography is treated as an 
integral and primary part of the discourse (Waller, 1985, p. 107). The content 
and design will support each other, making the document's purpose and 
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structure clear to the reader. Sless (1994b) argues that good information 
design is usually the result of collaboration between a variety of individuals. 
He suggests that breaking down the traditionally linear sequence of writer, 
editor, and designer is a substantial achievement because it acknowledges the 
fundamental interdependence of text and graphics (p. 6). 
The traditional separation of the roles of writer, editor, and designer may be 
starting to break down. Lay and Karis ( 1991) suggest that a central mission 
for information designers is to ensure that writers, editors, graphic designers, 
and technical experts work together early and often, and maintain a 
cooperative rather than competitive spirit ( p. 207). Duchastel (1982) 
believes that the traditional approach is gradually changing, with design 
being seen as an avenue to creatively support learning (pp. 169-170). Benson 
( 1985, p. 35) and Wickliff and Bosley ( 1996, p. 5) suggest that traditional 
distinctions between content and design, and distinctions between the roles 
of writers and designers, are becoming less useful. Benson ( 1985) proposes 
that writers and designers are beginning to agree that effective publications 
rely on both words and design to reveal and reinforce the publication's 
structure and content (p. 35). Schriver (1997) suggests that new technologies 
may be changing the boundaries between traditional writing and design roles. 
Schriver argues that writers and designers are increasingly expected to create 
both words and pictures, integrating the verbal and the visual in their work 
(p. 362). 
Parker (1989) suggests that the development of publications must go beyond 
an understanding of good writing. Information design should consider the 
entire package, focusing particularly on the purpose of each publication and 
how the intended audience can be persuaded to use it. 
The message here is not just that someone be in charge of that 
brochure, that publication, that report. It is that this someone has to 
know what makes strong copy, what makes strong graphics, how copy 
and graphics work together, how production values translate into costs. 
Most of all, he/she has to know how to translate an idea into a 
publishing concept. (p. 33) 
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Recent research by N ini ( 1996) suggests that the separation of writing and 
design roles may continue to dominate. Nini (1996) suggests that graphic 
designers are typically isolated from the development of messages, being 
brought in only at the end of the process (p. 187). In addition, designers are 
rarely given an opportunity to determine their level of involvement in a 
project (p. 184). 
Appearance may be the information 
designer's primary focus 
The design of promotional publications is often regarded as a form of art 
rather than a form of communication (Black, 1995, p. 18). Designers focus on 
producing materials that grab attention and look exciting. They tend to see 
blocks of text as shapes in space, not necessarily as something to be read, 
focusing on the final look of their product ahead of the publication's purpose 
(Kramer & Bernhardt, 1996, p. 42; MacKenzie, 1993a, p. 1). The result can 
be publications with splendid packaging that fail to take account of the needs 
ofthe reader (Upbin, 1993, p. 17). Tufte (1997) suggests that a common 
result of graphic design is the masking of the document's content (p. 55). 
Words simply become part of the pattern (Black, 1995, p. 18). Hartley (1996) 
expresses concern that organisations pay large amounts of money for 
typographic designers to produce such documents (p. 5). 
The criteria by which design success is measured reinforce this approach, 
focusing on the appearance of the work, not on communication. There has 
always been a sense that if a job looks good then it must automatically be 
successful (MacKenzie, 1993a, p. 1). Graphic design journals, awards, and 
student assessments continue to support this approach (Sless, 1994b, p. 11). 
N ini (1996) points out that graphic designers often have no other system in 
place to measure success. Professional recognition consists of peer-approval 
through a variety of publications and competitions, where emphasis is almost 
exclusively placed on the graphic form (p. 187). Nini's study found a general 
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lack of interest amongst designers in incorporating planning or user 
evaluation into their work (p. 186). 
Wurman (1989) suggests that the disease of looking good involves confusing 
aesthetics with performance. 'It is an extremely common, insidious malady 
among graphic designers and architects to confuse looking good with being 
good. The cure obviously is to ask how something performs' (p.l25). Hartley 
(1996) blames modem designers for using to excess all of the graphic devices 
at their disposal without being aware of the difficulties these devices can 
produce for readers ( p. 11). 
There is no doubt that the graphic design of material is important. Design 
mediates between the reader and the document's content. It is the first thing 
that a reader notices, and is what makes readers want to pick up a document 
in the first place. But if the content is not useful, or if the content and design 
do not support each other to make the document readable, the reader is 
unlikely to stay with the document for very long. Waller (1985) points out 
that, to the reader, the artifact is primary: it is the route through which the 
information is gathered. To the writer, it is the other way around (p. 123). 
Hartley (1996) supports this, adding that a key problem with informational 
and promotional publications is fancy typography and inconsistent spacing 
that distract the reader (p. 5). 
Reynolds ( 1984) suggests that the way information is visually presented will 
affect users' impressions of the value of the information. Tovey (1996) adds 
that visual design can enhance readers' understanding of the text ( p. 63). A 
well~designed and printed publication is subconsciously interpreted as being 
more authoritative (Reynolds, 1984, p. 187). But, as Parker (1989) warns, 
interesting and beautifully produced publications are not necessarily read and 
they are not necessarily successful ( p. 31). Recent studies are even beginning 
to challenge the idea that publications need to look good. Sless (1994b) cites 
work by Wright, who suggests that a crudely executed design can sometimes 
be effective, to the extent that employing highly trained designers cannot be 
justified by the improvement in performance they bring ( p. 8). 
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The public face of an organisation 
Promotional publications are a public relations tool that forms part of the 
public face of an organisation. These publications mediate the interaction 
between an organisation and its clients; in many cases, publications may be 
the only tangible contact an organisation has with its clients (Penman, 
1994 ). Organisations invest a lot of money and time creating promotional or 
informational materials to communicate both with the outside world and 
with staff ( Oma, 1996, p. 4). 
Readers' impressions of an organisation's promotional publications will 
influence their impressions of the organisation's capabilities. Schriver ( 1993) 
notes that readers' attitudes towards publications influence how they view an 
organisation's products, level of customer service, and the organisation itself 
(p. 246). Schriver describes a consumer survey that found a positive 
connection between the quality of communication materials and customer 
satisfaction (p. 248). The same argument applies from the opposite 
perspective: readers' reactions to promotional publications will be influenced 
and coloured by their existing attitudes to the organisation (Kempson & 
Moore, 1994, p. 16). Siess (1995) takes this two-sided argument one step 
further by suggesting that an organisation's performance will increasingly be 
dependent on the quality of its information (p. 10). 
Information materials also mediate the relationship between governments 
and the public. People learn about their obligations, rights, and entitlements 
through legislation, pamphlets, explanatory booklets, letters, telephone 
inquiry systems, and similar information devices (Siess, 1994b, p. 15). 
'Ultimately, the quality of the relationship between citizen and state is 
dependent on the quality of information that passes between them and how 
that information is used' (Siess, 1994b, p. 15). 
Public documents and paperwork can also function as a barrier between an 
organisation and its service. An article in The Washington Post (1980, in Rose, 
1981) reported that people were cut off from medical and welfare benefits 
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because they could not understand or respond correctly to the necessary 
forms (p. 180). 
Penman (1994) and MacKenzie, Taylor (1997) suggest that it is useful to 
think of publications as part of a conversation with clients or customers. 'A 
good conversation is one in which both participants interact with each other, 
take account of each other and have some overlapping frameworks of 
interest' (Penman, 1994, p. 6). For Penman, this concept of publications as 
part of a conversation means that publications are not static objects but 
artifacts of a dynamic process. This has implications for how a publication is 
produced, tested, and distributed, and for how regularly it is updated. 
Readers actively interpret publications 
When promotional publications are developed, the focus is often internal, 
looking at what the organisation wants to say and the image the organisation 
wants to present. But if promotional publications are part of a conversation 
with clients, it is the readers' views and the readers' needs that are ultimately 
most important. When people read promotional publications they are usually 
not interested in the documents themselves, no matter how impressive or 
attractive they are. People read promotional publications to get information 
about a service, product, or procedure. If the publications make that difficult, 
readers get annoyed or frustrated, and may look elsewhere (Lewis & Waller, 
199.3, p. 8). One of the challenges for designers of promotional publications, 
then, is to understand their audience and understand how their audience will 
approach the document. Bivins (1991, pp. 76-77) and Wilcox and Nolte 
(1995, p . .319) recognise that developing an understanding of the audience is 
the first step for public relations practitioners when producing promotional 
publications. 
MacKenzie ( 1994c) suggests that understanding the reader is a critical factor 
in information design. Writers should understand their readers' information 
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needs, how they will access the information, how they will act on it, and 
what they find visually inviting ( p. 13). Readers interpret texts based on their 
previous experiences with similar documents and the backgrounds they bring 
to the reading experience. 
Schriver (1997) suggests that readers also interpret texts based on their 
understanding of the author, and what they see as the author's intent with 
the document. In a study of drug education brochures written for teenagers, 
Schriver found that readers' perceptions were based on whom readers thought 
wrote the brochures, and why (pp. 171-1 72). This means that reading is not 
a simple determination of the author's meaning, but a construction of 
meaning according to the readers' schema, using the text to provide clues 
(Schumacher, 1981, p. 24). Schema theory suggests that different readers will 
draw different meanings from a text, depending on the schemata they bring 
with them to the reading experience. Readers 'receive' the document by 
composing it for themselves (Iser, 1989, p. 21). 
Klare ( 1963) proposes that readers' backgrounds and previous experiences 
with the subject will play a large role in determining how readable a text is 
(p. 177). This applies to both the content and design of a publication; readers 
build new content on to their current understanding of a topic, and they 
access a publication according to their experience with the format and design 
style. Anderson et al. (1977, in Schumacher, 1981) found that individuals 
with different backgrounds interpreted the same passage of text in 
dramatically different ways. When presented with a slightly vague passage of 
text, individuals from a sports background thought that the text was about a 
wrestling match, while readers from a non-sports background interpreted the 
text as being about a prison escape (p. 24 ). Steffensen, Joag-Dev, and 
Anderson (1979, in Spyridakis & Wenger, 1992) compared the performance 
of readers from various cultural backgrounds and found that each cultural 
group performed best with a passage from its own culture (p. 210). MacKenzie 
( 1994c) suggests that concepts of legibility and design preference are 
culturally learned and sub-culturally developed (p. 12). For example, the 
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current move towards deconstructionist typography, with smashed and 
distorted type, documents that can be read in 'grabs' starting at any point, 
and text designs that fly in the face of traditional concepts of legibility, could 
be creating a new way of approaching a document that is perfectly clear to 
young audiences but alienates many older readers. MacKenzie (1994c) 
suggests that the changing visual environment could be creating new ways of 
reading (p. 11). 
According to Gibbons (1991), schemata function as a universal system of 
background relationships. For a reader, the schema brought to a publication 
includes background knowledge of the content as well as knowledge and 
experience with the various graphic conventions and format styles (p. 43). 
This background is acquired through repeated encounters with various forms 
of documents (Pace, 1982, p. 16). Readers' prior knowledge of the 
publication's format might include experience with charts and graphs, iconic 
representations, typographic and colour conventions, and style formats. 
Without this prior experience, Gibbons (1991) suggests, readers could have 
tremendous difficulty processing visual displays (p. 43). 
Schumacher ( 1981) suggests that an understanding of the knowledge the 
reader brings to the publication is important in determining both content 
and design (p. 24 ). As Jonassen (1985b) points out, 'readers must ultimately 
construct their own meaning for a passage, but if the author successfully 
conveys content, the reader's constructed meaning will accurately reflect the 
intent of the author' ( p. 59). Hughes (1995) argues that this can be done by 
context~setting for readers, showing readers how the text fits with their 
experience (p. 13). Jonassen (1985b) concurs, proposing that information 
designers should make their content as clear as possible for readers (p. 59). 
This is done by considering content and design, and producing a publication 
that is both attractive for the reader and easy for the reader to access. 
Gibbons ( 1991) argues that document formats are one of the most prevalent 
visual schema. Conventional formats have been established for most 
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documents, and Gibbons suggests that, unless a document's design agrees with 
readers' expectations for that format, it is likely to cause comprehension 
difficulties or be rejected simply because it is different ( p. 44). 'Novel formats, 
even if created out of a desire to meet the reader's needs more effectively, are 
often more error~prone or rejected simply because they do not meet readers' 
expectations' (p. 44 ). Promotional publications often rely on novel supra~ 
textual features to capture the reader, such as colour, odd page sizes, or 
unusual formats. While these features may initially draw the reader to the 
document, they may backfire if they undermine the document's credibility or 
if the reader is unable to determine how they should be read (Kostelnick, 
1996, p. 26). 
Several researchers support the hypothesis that readers respond best to styles 
they are most familiar with. Wendt (1970, in Lund, 1995) identifies this as 
the 'hypothesis of habit - we read best what we are most used to' ( p. 94). 
Morison (1951, in Gibbons, 1991) and Burt (1959, in Gibbons, 1991) suggest 
that readers will find attractive the typographic format to which they have 
habituated (p. 44 ). Kempson and Moore (1994) suggest that different formats 
will appeal to different audiences, and that a balance needs to be struck 
between layout and size (p. 27). This has important implications for the 
design of promotional publications. While designers seek to differentiate their 
publication through format and design to attract attention, this research 
suggests that the publication's format must fit within the context of other 
publications of its type. This fits in closely with MacKenzie's (1994c) proposal 
that information design should be sub~culturally appropriate (p. 12). Part of 
the skill involved in information design, according to Adkins (1994 ), is to 
catch the eye of the recipient while also presenting the message in a way that 
is easily understandable (p. 25). 
If readers can quickly fit a new publication into their existing framework, 
they can understand its purpose, judge its likely applicability to them, and 
understand how to use it. But Iser (1989) suggests that many information 
designers ignore readers' active roles in constructing the document, setting 
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out instead to instruct readers, aiming for a single meaning (p. 22). Penman 
(1993b) concurs, suggesting that the producers of publications typically think 
of readers as passive, as the recipients of their message. Penman (1993b) 
suggests that it may be more useful to think of document users rather than 
readers - users are more likely to do something with a document and use the 
text for their own purposes. 'When design is done for readers, it is easy to 
think that the design is simply to help them know or understand something. 
But when the design is done for users, it places far more emphasis on the 
need to design for action. In most instances, public documents should be 
designed for users, not readers' (p. 8). Penman suggests that documents 
should be structured with users' action needs in mind. Information designers 
should think about what actions are required and what information users will 
need to be able to act appropriately. 
Reader motivation influences publication 
success 
Readers' motivation to read and understand a publication is a significant 
factor in a publication's success. Comprehension ultimately begins with the 
reader's motivation, or disposition to learn (Easterby, 1984, p. 24; Jonassen, 
1985a, p. 130; Klare, 1963, p. 179). Fass and Schumacher (1978, in 
Spyridakis & Wenger, 1992) argue that high motivation seems to overcome 
the effects of low readability (p. 211). Klare (1984) notes that text changes 
that improve readability scores are significantly more likely to increase 
comprehension when reader motivation is also increased (pp. 485-486). 
When accessing promotional publications, users are likely to want a 
document that is easy to read and can be understood with little effort 
(Adkins, 1994, p. 3). Fisher and Siess (1990) suggest that form fillers follow 
the principle of least effort: 'I will only read as much as is absolutely necessary 
in order to complete this form' (Frohlich, 1986, in Fisher & Siess, 1990, 
p. 117). This principle is likely to apply across the broad range of public 
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documents. People will most quickly find and easily read material that fits 
within some familiar identifying schema (Welford, 1984, p. 9). 
Readers want a promotional publication to be accessible, attractive, easy~to~ 
follow, and to provide the answers to their questions very quickly. This 
suggests that a successful promotional publication will support the ways that 
readers are likely to access the text. Pugh (1978, in Samuels, 1988) identifies 
five different ways that readers access texts: skimming (reading for the general 
drift of the passage), scanning (reading quickly for specific information), 
search reading (scanning with attention to the meaning of specific items), 
receptive reading (reading for thorough comprehension), and critical reading 
(thorough reading for evaluation) ( p. 11). According to Samuels (1988), 
information designers should develop some appreciation of which style their 
readers are likely to use, and design their"text accordingly (p. 11). Gibbons 
(1991) brings graphics into the picture, suggesting that graphic devices 
should support the text to accommodate each style of reading (p. 45). 
Graphic and text devices can work together to support various ways of 
reading a document. For example, clearly~designed content~based headings 
can provide for readers who skim or scan, while carefully structured text that 
fits under headings but does not rely on headings to provide important 
information provides for readers who read text closely but may skip headings. 
Providing access to information 
One of the major issues for producers of promotional publications is ensuring 
that the people who need information have access to it. In order to be useful, 
information must be found; once found, it must be memorable (Jonassen, 
1985c, p. 187). Often, the intended target of the information must be lucky 
enough to know that the information or service exists and have some idea of 
where to access the information before they can request material (Epstein, 
1981, p. 217). Steehouder and Jansen (1987) suggest that readers seek 
information by firstly recognising their need for information and formulating 
a question, and then by looking for a source to provide that information 
(p. 132). However, this approach assumes that readers must be aware of their 
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need for information before they can be receptive to it. Promotional 
publications are often designed on exactly the opposite assumption: they 
hope to attract readers' attention before readers are aware that they have an 
information need. 
Because promotional publications are often distributed broadly in the hope of 
capturing attention, readers need a degree of selective perception to decide 
what information is relevant to them. Epstein (1981) found that people are 
more likely to notice and remember material that is immediately relevant to 
their circumstances (p. 228). Epstein also noted that people with a problem 
are more likely to have information relating to that problem than other 
people (p. 228). Welford (1984) suggests that readers will extract only as 
much information as they require from a document. While this has obvious 
advantages in maximising reading speed, Welford suggests that accuracy 
suffers (p. 9). 
Translating awareness into action 
Another major issue for producers of promotional publications is how to 
translate people's awareness into action. Promotional publications ultimately 
aim to encourage the reader to act - whether it be to buy a product, join an 
organisation, or take up a service. 
Steehouder and Jansen (1987), in a review of a large publicity campaign in 
Holland, found that, while 90 per cent of people were aware of the benefit 
being promoted, only 44 per cent of those eligible had applied (p. 129). The 
campaign, which relied heavily on an information leaflet, had achieved a 
high level of awareness, but many people had not realised that they were 
eligible to apply. Steehouder and Jansen suggest that a primary flaw in the 
leaflet was its focus on explanation (providing information about the main 
principles of the benefit); they suggest that it should have had a focus on 
instruction (informing readers about where they stand in relation to the law 
or policy and telling them how to apply). The leaflet created an awareness 
about the benefit but not an understanding of the individual implications or 
Page 33 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 2: Uterature review 
an understanding of how to act. Steehouder and Jansen (1987) argue that 
readers are usually not interested in the content of public documents: they 
are interested in the practical consequences of the content for them and their 
family ( p. 131). The practical consequences are most easily understood when 
text is instructional. Providing an explanatory focus on text that should be 
instructional places an unnecessary burden on the reader. Steehouder and 
Jansen suggest that instructional texts should stress the instructional 
character of the text, use scenarios throughout the text to convey key 
information, provide step~by~step instructions, and list the conditions 
separately (pp. 133-134). 
Information design research primarily 
addresses micro issues 
Much research in the field of information design concentrates on micro issues 
(such as legibility of a typeface and line length), rather than broad~scale, 
macro issues (Hartley, 1984, p. 497). This research focus means that there is a 
wide body of literature available on particular aspects of text and design, but 
little to indicate how the various elements of a publication work together. 
There is little focus on why or how various formats or design conventions 
work, and there is little material to guide information designers on the macro 
issues of document development. For example, Waller (1982) points out that, 
if the contents page of a book is set as continuous prose, there is little 
research to prove it wrong. Each word would be legible, recognisable, and 
comprehensible, even though the information would be unusable and 
inaccessible for its intended purpose. Waller suggests that a contents list 
works because it uses typographic layout to achieve its purpose, providing an 
overview of a document's structure ( p. 144). 
Micro~level information design research often produces guidelines for 
publication development, focusing on how to use text and design features to 
Page 34 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 2: Uterature review 
increase reading speed, increase comprehension, or increase the memorability 
of a document. However, the use of micro design guidelines ultimately 
depends on what the information designer is trying to achieve with the 
document. There may be times when an information designer is interested in 
holding readers' attention or slowing reading speed. There may be times 
when an information designer deliberately uses design features to make the 
reading process a challenge or a game, looking for features that will encourage 
readers to interact with the publication. This suggests that micro design 
research may not offer models of best practice, but guidelines that an 
information designer may choose to follow, adapt, or contravene to produce 
particular reactions from readers. 
This section briefly reviews some of the micro~ level information design 
research, including legibility, the image of a typeface, justification, organising 
cues, headings, colour, graphics, space, and text issues. 
Legibility 
A large body of research examines the legibility of type and offers well~ 
recognised guidelines for the use of typefaces, line length, and contrast. The 
research literature compares elements such as reading speed, comprehension, 
and recall under various reading conditions, and through this offers guidelines 
about various type structures that are easiest for readers. Classic studies in 
legibility (Spencer, 1969; Spencer, 1969, 1973, 1977, in Reynolds, 1984; 
Tinker, 1963; Tinker, 1963, 1965, in Reynolds, 1984) suggest that: 
• Text written in upper and lower case is easier to recognise than text in 
all capitals 
• Individual capital letters are more visible than individual lower case 
letters, and are easier to read at a distance 
• Readers are more likely to read lower case text in 'word units' and upper 
case text in 'letter units' 
• A medley arrangement of lower case, italics, all capitals, and bold 
attracts readers' attention, but is more difficult to read 
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• Readers' opinions on preferences are not always safe guides to legibility 
but, in general, typefaces judged as more legible are more pleasing to 
readers 
• Italics are read more slowly than roman text, and readers do not like 
entire paragraphs of italics 
• Type size may have more impact on legibility than any other factor; 
most readers seem to prefer a text size between 9 and 12 point 
• Line length is an important determinant of legibility; most readers seem 
to prefer a line length of 60-70 characters 
• Type weight appears to make no difference to reading speed, but readers 
prefer a medium type to a heavy type 
• While readers state a preference for serif typefaces, there is no 
substantial evidence that serif typefaces are any easier to read than sans 
serif typefaces 
• Text that provides maximum contrast with the page (black text on 
white paper) is read most easily. 
Tinker ( 1963) suggests that optimal legibility is achieved by 'a typographical 
arrangement in which shape of letters and other symbols, characteristic word 
forms, and all other typographical factors such as type size, line width, 
leading, etc., are coordinated to produce comfortable vision and easy and 
rapid reading and comprehension' (p. 8). 
Wheildon (1995) conducted a longitudinal study of legibility in the 1980s, 
using news~style articles to test typographical variations through recall and 
comprehension studies. He concludes that typography has a major effect on 
comprehension. His study found that: 
• 38 per cent of people showed poor comprehension when reading layouts 
that defied reading gravity (reading gravity is based on how we learn to 
approach texts; our eyes naturally follow from left to right, and top to 
bottom) 
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• 65 per cent of people showed poor comprehension with articles set in 
sans serif body type 
• 40 per cent of people showed poor comprehension with articles set 
ragged on the right, and 72 per cent showed poor comprehension with 
articles set ragged on the left 
• 65 per cent of people showed poor comprehension with high chroma 
colour headings (such as cyan, magenta, hot red, bright green, and 
orange) 
• 81 per cent of people showed poor comprehension with text printed in 
bright process colours (such as cyan or red) 
• 88 per cent of people showed poor comprehension with body text 
printed in reverse ( p. 149). 
While Wheildon (1995) suggests that his findings can apply across the range 
of printed materials, and that information designers should follow a set of text 
design maxims outlined in his book, current research is extending the 
traditional view of legibility, suggesting that optimal legibility for any given 
document will depend on the reading habits of those who will use the 
information and the context in which it will be read (MacKenzie, 1994a, 
p. 13). Fleshman (1996) questions Wheildon's findings and resulting maxims, 
suggesting that Wheildon's method is suspect and lacks a full explanation, 
and that Wheildon's conclusions are highly debatable (p. 8). 
MacKenzie ( 1994c) suggests that there are no universal 'cook~ book' solutions 
to legibility. She argues that legibility is culturally learned and sub~culturally 
developed (p. 12). This fits with one of Fleshman's (1996) major criticisms of 
Wheildon: Fleshman suggests that, when designing text, it is essential to 
consider what the text is about and to design text appropriately (p. 8). In 
attempting to provide maxims that could apply across the range of 
information design settings, Wheildon (1995) fails to take content and 
audience variations into account. The arguments presented by MacKenzie 
(1994c) and Fleshman (1996) fit in well with the research relating to the 
ways that readers interpret documents discussed on pages 2 7-31. 
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Matching type and image 
A number of researchers have attempted to match typefaces to book types, 
particular images, or even professions. Ovink ( 19 38, in Spencer, 1969) 
suggests that typefaces have an 'atmosphere~value' and can be grouped under 
three headings: luxury/refinement, economy/precision, and strength (p. 29). 
Walker, Smith, and Livingston (1986) report that non~specialists can 
discriminate between typefaces and match typefaces to various professions. 
They propose that the visual features of a typeface may be associated with the 
features of different people. For example, a thin typeface may be judged as 
quiet because thin people are often considered to be quiet, or an italic 
typeface could be considered as fast because of its relationship to a person 
running. Bartram ( 1982, in Kempson & Moore, 1994) found that design 
students and non~design students can make value judgements about the 
appropriateness of typefaces, but that their judgements can differ markedly. 
Bartram argues that designers must be aware that their audience may not 
share their views on the qualities of typefaces ( pp. 83-84 ). 
Spencer's (1969) review of press advertisements suggests that findings about 
the mood of typefaces may have little stability; choices of typeface are often 
subconscious and their effect may be ephemeral. Spencer points out that sans 
serif typefaces, which are often used to express the notion of modernity, were 
used in the eighteenth century because of their associations with rugged 
antiquity (p. 29). Schriver (1997) supports this, and suggests that the 
research literature is impoverished in this area. Schriver points out that many 
articles suggest that type can convey mood, but go no further in giving 
designers information about how to use typography and space to engage 
people in documents (p. 287). 
justified vs unjustified text 
Another area of much discussion amongst researchers is whether type is 
better set justified or unjustified. Experimental evidence suggests that 
unjustified setting neither increases nor reduces reading efficiency (Reynolds, 
1984, p. 203; Stiff, 1996, p. 127). However, there is evidence that poor 
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readers read unjustified text more quickly than justified text (Stiff, 1996, 
p. 13 2). Hartley (1982) proposes that unjustified text is preferable because it 
provides the text designer with flexibility on where to end each line. Line 
breaks can be used to support the meaning of the document (p. 210). 
Unjustified text is also considered by some writers to be more informal than 
justified text (Felker et al., 1981, p. 85; Stiff, 1996, p. 127). 
Nedo (1993, in Stiff, 1996) suggests that unjustified text is more legible 
because it allows for precise spacing between words, and that unjustified text 
allows text designers to avoid misleading hyphenation and line breaks 
(p. 137). Schriver (1997) argues that the inconsistencies in the research 
literature about justification may be because word spacing (the horizontal 
space between words) is more important than the straightness or raggedness 
of the right margin. Schriver suggests that justified text with unequal spaces 
between words has 'rivers' of white that make reading difficult (p. 270). 
Organising cues 
Organising cues provide readers with information about the publication's 
structure and are designed to help readers focus on important aspects of the 
text (Duchastel, 1982, p. 183; Jonassen, 1985b, p. 59). Organisers do not add 
to the content of a publication; they work by providing readers with a map of 
the text, helping them understand where the text is taking them (Baker, 
1994, p. 457; Meyer, 1985, p. 76). Organising cues emphasise important 
information for readers, allowing the information designer to more effectively 
communicate their rhetorical intent (Gibbons, 1991, p. 47). 
Jonassen and Kirschner ( 1982) suggest that a significant proportion of readers 
find it difficult to organise information (p. 123). These readers rely on the 
information designer to provide an organisational framework through 
organising cues. Organisers can work on both a content level and a design 
level, providing linguistic and visual cues to help readers understand how the 
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text is structured (Benson, 1985, p. 36; Glynn, Britton, & Tillman, 1985, 
p. 196). Cues are most successful when the linguistic cues and visual cues 
support each other. 
Content~based organisers work to help the reader understand the context of 
the information and relate the material to what they already know. They 
include advance organisers (initial overviews of the following text), 
end~of~section summaries, and semantic signalling within the text (including 
connectives such as 'therefore', 'in conclusion', and 'of particular 
importance') (Duchastel, 1982, p. 183). Content~based organisers short~cut 
the process of searching for a way to understand the material, providing 
conceptual anchors to the reader's existing knowledge base (Jonassen, 1982, 
pp. 256-257; Jonassen, 1985a, p. 129). 
Design~based organisers include choices about ways to emphasise type, colour, 
and graphics. They visually organise the document, functioning at the page 
level in a similar way to the function of punctuation at the sentence~ level 
(Glynn, Britton, & Tillman, 1985, p. 192; Jonassen, 1985a, p. 129; Waller, 
1982, p. 151). Bernhardt (1986) suggests that visually informative texts, such 
as promotional publications, reveal their rhetorical organisation through 
design elements, conveying information about the publication's textual 
organisation through visible means. Keyes (1993) points out that visual 
organisation is perceived unconsciously when the reader first approaches the 
document, before the effort of conscious reading begins (p. 639). Visual 
elements mediate readers' experiences with publications (Wickliff & Bosley, 
1996, p. 5). A well~designed visual structure uses consistent, meaningful 
visual signals to guide the reader. However, typographical cues should be used 
sparingly in text. If they are overused, their purpose will be defeated, 
confusing the reader, creating visual overload, and decreasing the 
comprehensibility of the text (Felker et al., 1981, p. 76; Glynn, Britton, & 
Tillman, 1985, p. 193; Keyes, 1993, pp. 641-644). 
Bernhardt (1986) discusses the interaction of content~based organisers and 
design~based organisers. He suggests that, for visually informative documents, 
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visual features take over the load of structuring and organising the text for 
the reader. This reduces the role of content~based features that organise 
documents such as essays. 'Instead of a smooth, progressive realization of the 
text through initial previewing and a chain of logic which ties each 
paragraph or section to the preceding or following one, the visible text relies 
on localization, on a heightening of the boundaries, edges, and division of the 
text' (Bernhardt, 1986, p. 73). 
Headings 
Headings are used to focus readers' attention, break the text into manageable 
units, and provide summary information about the document's key features. 
Headings primarily work to orient readers, labelling text so that readers can 
locate the information they need and remember key features (Benson, 1985, 
p. 38; Duchastel, 1982, p. 181; Hartley & Jonassen, 1985, p. 237; Waller, 
1982, pp. 147-149). Kramer and Bernhardt (1996) suggest that headings 
break text into visually coherent parts, cueing the document's structure 
without disrupting the flow of the text and partially eliminating the need for 
paragraph~ level transitions and structural devices ( p. 4 7). Felker et al. (1981) 
argue that well written headings are a way to help readers get the information 
they need from a document quickly and easily. Headings explain the nature 
of information included under the heading, display the document's 
organisation, and help readers find material they are looking for (p. 17). 
Hartley and Jonassen ( 1985) argue that headings cueing or summarising the 
document's content are more successful than headings simply cueing the 
document's structure (p. 243). They found no evidence that headings in the 
form of questions influence readers' ability to recall the text (p. 243). Cole 
(1992) suggests that readers interpret the same text in different ways when 
the headings are changed (p. 55). Swarts, Flower, and Hayes (1980, in 
Hartley & Jonassen, 1985) show that inappropriate headings in bureaucratic 
documents prevent readers from predicting the information included in any 
section, thereby, hindering comprehension (p. 244). Charrow and Redish 
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(1980, in Redish, Felker, & Rose, 1981) compared identically written product 
warranties presented both with and without informative headings. While the 
tests of speed and accuracy showed no significant difference in performance, 
90 per cent of readers said they preferred the warranty with headings (p. 238). 
Keyes (1993) suggests that text without headings or highlighting techniques 
falls down in two areas: reading it requires more effort from readers, and the 
writer loses control over how readers make their way through the text 
(p. 639). But while the research suggests that headings are an important part 
of the text structure, research also shows that they are not always read (Baker, 
1994, p. 463). In addition, headings are often accessed randomly by readers, 
functioning in much the same way as components of a matrix (Overmyer, 
1991, p. 201). Information designers can not rely on headings alone to cue 
the document's structure. 
Colour 
Colour is used widely in promotional publications to attract and focus 
readers' attention. It is one part of the publication's cueing system, and can 
be used to group information and create separate visual planes that are 
independent of the publication's typographic and spatial framework (Keyes, 
1993, p. 653). For information designers, more colour is usually considered 
better. The usual determinant of the number of colours in a publication is the 
budget available. 
Colour is often considered separately to other design issues; a typical 
approach is to do the design, choose the colour, and then figure out where to 
put the colour (Keyes, 1993, p. 639). But according to Keyes (1993 ), colour 
draws the eye first; it grabs a reader's attention ahead of any other graphic 
device, and takes precedence over other typographic cues ( p. 64 7). For this 
reason, it seems that colour choices should be made as part of the initial 
information design process. 
Horton ( 1991) suggests that the real advantage of colour is for readers in a 
hurry ( p. 161). For impatient and hurried readers, colour can focus attention, 
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increase learning, aid decision making, and speed searching. Horton qualifies 
these points by warning that colour has the potential to assist readers. 'Just as 
proper use of color enhances communication, haphazard or mistaken use of 
color confuses and bewilders' (p. 161). Keyes (1993) concurs, suggesting that 
colour can be distracting and destructive, decreasing performance, causing 
confusion, and increasing reader difficulty. Keyes suggests that poorly used 
colour is worse than none (p. 646). 
Graphics, illustrations, and photographs 
Graphics, illustrations, and photographs can draw readers into a publication, 
helping to add interest, focus readers' attention, and assist in comprehension 
and long~term retention (Duchastel, 1982, p. 185). They can either be used 
as decorative features or as part of the publication's content. 
When illustrative material is used as ornament, the designer can think purely 
in terms of aesthetics (Frascara, 1984, p. 475). The illustrations will function 
as a motivational device, providing variety and interest on the page. Frascara 
(1984) points out that illustration is usually more than ornament: it is an 
active part of the message, carrying information that is difficult to convey in 
text (p. 475). Schumacher (1981) cautions that illustrative material works 
best when it is linked to the major theme of the material, and can make 
reading more difficult if it does not support the text (p. 25). Williams (1993, 
p. 674) and Carr (1995, p. 10) also conclude that illustrative material works 
best when it supports the text. As with many design devices, graphics, 
illustrations, and photographs work best when they are not over~used, and do 
not rival other parts of the publication (Carr, 1995, p. 11). 
Space 
Hartley (1984) suggests that the way space is used on a page affects readers' 
ease of comprehension more than any other feature (p. 498). Kramer and 
Bernhardt (1996) identify space as a central feature in determining how 
inviting a publication is to readers (p. 42). Space helps readers to perceive 
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redundancies in the text and thus read faster (Hartley, 1984, p. 499). It opens 
the publication up, defining blocks of text and separating the elements on a 
page (Kramer & Bernhardt, 1996, p. 42). 
Hartley (1982) divides space into vertical and horizontal space issues. 
Vertical space involves the space between lines and paragraphs, and between 
headings and text; horizontal space is used to group and separate functionally 
related parts. He argues that space should be used consistently: 'inconsistent 
spacing and multiple typographic cueing can only confuse the reader' (p. 203 ). 
Text guidelines 
While design mediates readers' interaction with the text and provides an 
initial impression of the publication's comprehensibility, text issues play a 
major role in determining whether readers find the publication useful. A 
number of researchers discuss text issues and offer guidelines on how text can 
be developed with the reader in mind (Eagleson, 1990; Felker et al., 1981; 
Kempson & Moore, 1994). Some of the key guidelines suggested by these 
researchers include: 
• Structure text clearly, using headings, subheadings, and organising 
devices 
• Use the active voice wherever possible 
• Write short sentences 
• Avoid multiple negatives 
• Use language that is familiar to the audience 
• Avoid stringing nouns together 
• Provide general information before specific information. 
Bernhardt (1986) suggests that traditional 'rules' for developing text may not 
apply to visually informative documents. Bernhardt argues that visually 
informative texts do not use paragraphs in the traditional sense, have a 
heightened demand for parallel form, indicate structure visually rather than 
through subordinators and cohesive ties, and may move from full sentences to 
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fragments in an unpredictable sequence. He also suggests that visually 
informative texts avoid a linear, progressive organisation, allowing a reader to 
break into the text at any point with full comprehension. 
Micro design issues are inseparable 
The micro design issues discussed in this section can be considered 
independently only in an experimental setting. When a document is read, 
the various text and design issues interact with the reader to determine 
comprehensibility and success. There are no firm rules applicable across all 
information design situations (Hartley, 1982, p. 203 ). 
Several researchers note that changing single features of a document may not 
lead to a significant improvement in performance. Redish, Felker, and Rose 
(1981) report a study where they contrasted clearly written product 
warranties, one presented as a solid block of text and one divided by 
informative headings. The tests of speed and accuracy identified no 
significant difference in performance (pp. 238-239). Jansen and Steehouder 
(1984) found that simply rewriting a leaflet about Rent Rebate Grants 
produced disappointing performance results. Rose (1981) identifies a weak 
correlation between the number of information design principles violated, the 
extent to which each principle was violated, and the performance of readers. 
'Many of the harder documents severely violated an assertion ... while the 
easier ones violated it only moderately' (Rose, 1981, p. 191). 
In contrast, Redish, Felker, and Rose (1981) observed significant differences 
in user performance when they applied an entire set of information design 
principles to a large document governing the use of two-way radios on 
recreational boats (p. 239). They suggest that using a set of information 
design guidelines (including guidelines on selecting content and organising 
for the audience, as well as guidelines for clear writing and attractive layout), 
rather than focusing on a single feature of a document, does make a 
difference to reader performance (p. 242). Gibbons (1991) argues that, rather 
than focusing on a single outcome, information designers should remain 
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aware of the multiple effects of their design decisions. No combination of 
elements leads to absolute legibility, aesthetic appeal, or usability. A gain in 
one area is typically achieved by a compromise elsewhere (p. 45). MacKenzie 
(1994a) argues that good information design must go further than clearly 
presented, legible text. One graphic approach can not be appropriate to all 
readers and all messages (p. 13). 
A promotional publication is nearly always the result of a juggling process. 
The information designer needs to balance the users' needs and the various 
micro design decisions against a variety of constraints, including the 
organisational context, competing pressures within the organisation, cost 
constraints, and timing constraints. Duffy (1981) suggests that, even when 
the information designer is aware of the most appropriate design, if other 
factors or objectives conflict with the design, it may well be sacrificed or 
violated (p. 264). 
While researchers would suggest that the only criterion for measuring a 
publication's success should be its success with users (Penman, 1994, p. 7), 
other criteria often receive the primary focus. Schriver (1993) points out that 
speed of completion and cost are often the main criteria for evaluating a 
publication's success (p. 239). Huettman (1996) found that the opinion of 
the internal audience (that is, the opinion of managers or peers) is often 
considered a more important indication of success than fulfilling readers' 
needs. This is supported by Schriver (1997), who argues that writers and 
designers are often 'stuck in the middle' between the reader and the 
organisation, and that the organisation's ideas often take priority over the 
reader's needs (p. 202). For designers, producing an exciting or pleasing 
design may be the most important measure of success (MacKenzie, 1993a). 
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Testing is a vital part of the information 
design process 
No matter how carefully information designers follow the principles outlined 
by researchers, or how much they base their work on previous success, this is 
no guarantee of document success. The only guarantee is to test publications 
with readers and modify the publications until they can be understood 
(Penman, 1994, p. 7). 
Document testing fits with the macro approach to information design. As 
Hartley ( 1984) points out, it is not possible to evaluate all design decisions. 
Information designers make choices about text and design in rapid succession, 
often making several decisions at one time ( pp. 512-513). Testing measures 
the overall success of a publication, measuring the outcome of the interaction 
between text and design and judging how successful a publication is for its 
readers. 
Researchers advocate a variety of approaches to testing publications, 
including readability formulas, preference tests, expert opinion, focus groups, 
and diagnostic testing. 
Readability formulas 
One of the most widely~used measures of publication success is its readability 
level as derived from a readability formula. Readability formulas were first 
developed in the 1920s as a method for ensuring that school text books were 
written to an appropriate age level. The formulas predict the relative 
difficulty a reader will have with a text by counting various features from a 
portion of the text and applying a mathematical equation to achieve a score 
(Klare, 1963; Redish, 1979). Readability formulas have become popular tools 
because they are easy to use (many word processing packages include one of 
the formulas), they provide a seemingly impartial test of the document's 
success, and they provide a score that can be used to compare two different 
documents. Of the many readability formulas available, the three most 
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commonly used are the Flesch reading ease scale (based on the number of 
syllables in a piece of text), the FOG index (based on the number of words 
with more than three syllables), and the Dale~Chall formula (based on the 
number of words not found on a list of common words) (Redish, 1979, p. 5). 
Most researchers, and even the formulas' developers, agree that readability 
formulas are flawed tools. As Redish (1979) points out, readability formulas 
provide an index of the problem without an explanation, they can not be 
used as guides for rewriting, and they do not measure the complexity of ideas, 
whether the content makes sense, whether the ideas are in a logical 
sequence, or the grammar ( pp. 7-19). Klare (1984) suggests the correlation 
between readability scores and comprehension does not necessarily imply 
causation (p. 481). In answer to the question of whether there is a 
relationship between readability values and comprehension scores, Klare's 
reply is: 'sometimes yes, sometimes no' (p. 484). 
Redish, Felker, and Rose (1981) cite several studies which found that 
readability scores do not accurately predict behaviour, and that the same 
passage of text can have scores ranging over more than 12 grade levels, 
depending on the formula used (p. 238). Charrow and Charrow (1979, in 
Redish, Felker, & Rose, 1981) found that readability formulas were not an 
accurate tool in predicting jurors' ability to comprehend jury instructions. 
Duffy (1981) found that rewriting a piece of text using well~recognised 
writing guidelines failed to show any improvement in comprehension even 
though the readability score had improved. Duffy concludes that an expert 
writer would have used a wider range of principles to improve both readability 
and comprehension, drawing on writing experience to restructure the content 
and consider broader issues (pp. 262-263). 
Morgan (1996) argues that readability formulas are too simplistic to truly 
capture readability and comprehensibility (p. 5). Morgan sees limited value in 
applying numerical principles such as readability formulas to human 
behaviour. Vital indicators of comprehensibility, such as content, structure, 
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and design, are missing from readability formulas because these aspects can 
not be quantified. 'Readability formulas use only those factors that can be 
counted - characters, syllables, words, sentences and paragraphs' (Morgan, 
1996, p. 5). Mendelson (1987) argues that readability formulas measure only 
two of the many possible variables affecting readability. Other relevant factors 
include reader motivation, conceptual difficulty, organisation, format 
variation, and print type ( p. 7). 
However, readability formulas do serve a purpose for which no other easy tool 
exists. They allow a writer to quickly and inexpensively review their work. 
They can also be used to show dramatic changes when complex documents 
are simplified; putting a numerical value on a changed document is satisfying 
and provides a good basis for accountability (Redish, 1979, p. 6). 
Although readers prefer more readable versions of text to less readable 
versions (Klare, 1963, p. 14), readability formulas alone can not guarantee 
clear writing. The final criterion of readability is the effect of a passage on its 
reader (Hanna, 1994, p. 556; Klare, 1963, p. 175). It is interesting that, while 
few people in the research community consider readability fonnulas to be 
particularly useful in assessing the comprehensibility of text, many text books 
for public relations students still discuss readability formulas as a primary 
method for testing a document's success (Baskin, Aronoff, & Lattimore, 1997, 
pp. 179-181; Bivins & Ryan, 1991, pp. 31-33; Newsom & Carrell, 1991, 
p. 96; Wilcox, Ault, & Agee, 1997, p. 170; Wilcox & Nolte, 1995, p. 491). 
Other approaches to testing 
Traditional approaches to document testing, such as readability formulas, test 
document success as being a property of the text, influenced by factors such 
as sentence length, word difficulty, and word length (Schumacher, 1981, 
p. 25). Testing a document against pre~determined document design 
guidelines offers a similarly narrow, document~based view of success. This 
text~based view has been challenged by researchers who suggest that 
readability, comprehension, and the document's ultimate success should be 
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regarded as the outcome of an interaction between the text and its reader 
(Kintsch, 1979, in Schumacher, 1981, p. 25). Several authors suggest that the 
only real test of any document is how it is used by its audience (Fisher & 
Siess, 1990; Overmyer, 1991; Penman, 1993a; Redish, Felker, & Rose, 1981; 
Rose, 1981; Schriver, 1989). 
Schriver (1989) argues that evaluation methods should provide writers with 
information about both text quality and how the audience will respond to the 
text. 
Clearly, research and experience show us that reader,focused testing 
methods have the advantage on both counts. When practical 
considerations such as time and expense allow, reader,focused methods 
are preferable to text,focused methods because they shift the primary 
job of representing the text's problems from the writer or expert to the 
reader. Thus, reader,focused methods help minimize the chance of 
failing to detect problems. (p. 252) 
Preference tests 
Attitude or preference tests and surveys are methods used by some 
information designers to check usability and appropriateness for the audience. 
While attitude and preference tests may provide important information about 
what will appeal to the audience (this may be particularly important in terms 
of choosing an image that will help the document to stand out), these tests 
do not provide information about how successful or useable a document will 
be. 
As Wiseman, Morgan, and Sless (1996) point out, there may be no 
correlation between attitudes and what people do. 'For information designers, 
this means that the results of attitude surveys cannot reliably predict how 
people will use information, where they will have problems using it, and what 
they might do if they have trouble' (p. 2). There is no clear relationship 
between people's preferences and what they find easiest to use or understand 
(Hartley, 1984, p. 512; Penman, 1993c, p. 126; Sless, 1994a, p. 84; Stiff, 
1996, p. 132; Wiseman, Morgan, & Sless, 1996, p. 2). Another problem with 
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preference testing is that people are not used to discussing the design and 
writing style of publications; they may have trouble responding, and they may 
provide the information they think the tester wants to hear (Lewis & Waller, 
1993, pp. 10-13). 
Expert opinion 
Expert opinion can provide a measure of how well a publication conforms 
with recognised guidelines for successful publications, or whether the 
publication is likely to cover the information needed by particular readers. 
Expert opinion can provide valuable information about appropriate content 
for writers (Schriver, 1989, p. 24 5). But expert opinion does not provide 
evidence that the publication's users will be able to access and use the 
publication successfully (Wiseman, Morgan, & Sless, 1996, p. 2). In addition, 
the quality of advice provided by expert opinion can suffer if the evaluator is 
too close to the content or the particular document (Schriver, 1989, p. 245). 
Penman ( 1993c) argues that expert opinion would not normally be accepted 
as admissible evidence of a publication's success (p. 125). 
Focus group testing 
Testing publications through focus groups, where members of the group 
discuss various aspects of the document, is another widely~used approach to 
testing success prior to final production. It is commonly suggested as an ideal 
way to check that the intended audience understands the message (Bivins, 
1993, p. 22; Bivins & Ryan, 1991, p. 31; Eagleson, 1990, pp. 80-81). 
Wiseman, Morgan, and Sless (1996) argue that focus groups are not a 
satisfactory method for testing documents. 'The problem for information 
designers in using this type of testing is that the group environment is usually 
quite unlike the solitary context in which much information is used' (p. 2). 
Wiseman, Morgan, and Sless argue that the sense people make out of 
information is linked to the context in which it is used. An accurate testing 
process needs to replicate as closely as possible the situation in which the 
publication will be used. 
Page 51 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 2: Uterature review 
Diagnostic testing 
Several researchers suggest that diagnostic testing is the most efficient 
method for checking the success of publications (Fisher & Siess, 1990, p. 126; 
Lewis & Waller, 1993, p. 13; Rose, 1981, p. 194). Penman (1993c) argues 
that diagnostic testing is the only proper reader~centred approach to checking 
publication success. The readers' responses to testing can guide the 
publication's development, allowing the reader to contribute in some way to 
the publication's design (p. 126). 
Diagnostic testing involves asking people to use the publication in the ways 
they normally would, describing what they are doing and what they don't 
understand. During the test, the researcher observes symptoms of document 
pathology, in the form of inappropriate behaviour (Fisher & Siess, 1990). The 
researcher notes the users' descriptions of the tasks, observes users' actions in 
performing the tasks, and notes any comments the user makes about the 
document. Fisher and Siess (1990) suggest that testing should be included at 
many points during the design process, rather than only at the end (p. 111 ). 
One of the general principles behind their approach to testing is that of 
iterative development; the document is repeatedly tested, modified, retested, 
and modified until optimum results are achieved. 
Lewis and Waller (1993) suggest that diagnostic measures are highly valid for 
a particular document, but less reliable than measures seeking responses from 
a large number of people. Fisher and Siess (1990) recognise that their testing 
methods do not allow for generalisable results. 'Our testing methods are 
qualitative, contextually limited, and diagnostic. Our results are always 
provisional and we accept that we are dealing with a massively unstable 
system that allows only short~term local control' ( p. 12 7). One problem with 
this method, identified by Lewis and Waller (1993), is that the people 
involved in the test will be aware that they are being observed, and may not 
act normally. 
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Researchers offer a variety of guidelines 
for publication development 
A number of authors have developed guidelines for publication development 
- guidelines which they suggest can assist information designers to develop 
useable, successful publications. These guidelines are formed from the 
researchers' work in looking at what makes a publication successful with its 
readers. They are, therefore, developed as guidelines of proposed best 
practice, rather than as models of the information design process. 
Penman ( 1994) identifies six principles of good documents developed by the 
Communication Research Institute of Australia (pp. 6-8). She suggests that 
information designers should consider: 
• Context (the context in which the document will be used) 
• Temporal context (the context created through the on~going dialogue 
between the organisation and client) 
• Hierarchical structure (structuring the information in a way that makes 
sense to the user) 
• Accessing and searching strategies (including sufficient visual and 
verbal devices to allow the reader to access and search the document 
appropriately) 
• Style and substance (both style and substance need to be appropriate 
for the user) 
• Managing meanings (developing the document through working with 
clients, and developing the meanings they need in order to be able to 
act). 
Redish, Felker, and Rose ( 1981) propose a four~stage approach for reviewing 
and redesigning existing documents, which they also suggest can be used as a 
document development model. 
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They suggest that the information designer should: 
• Analyse the rhetorical context (understanding the purpose, the 
audience, the audience's tasks, and the designer's constraints) 
• Identify problems with the document (through expert analysis and 
audience~centred testing) 
• Re~design the document to solve these problems 
• Validate their work by testing users' performance. 
In contrast with these broad~based document guidelines, Kramer and 
Bernhardt (1996) offer document design guidelines that focus almost 
exclusively on design issues. Their document design guidelines are: 
• See the page as a grid 
• Use active white space 
• Use text structures to guide the reader 
• Recast a typeset look through appropriate use of proportional fonts and 
spacing 
• Control the document through features such as style definitions (text 
design styles such as headings and body text). 
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Lewis and Waller (1993) provide a series of guidelines for text designers, 
based on an understanding of the readers' needs (p. 9): 
For readers to do this ••. The text must have this •.• 
Identify the document Clear title, corporate or series identity, 
reference number, date, etc. 
Identify its status/purpose Clear introduction, subtitle, or summary 
Read the type Legible type 
Understand the document structure Logical structure, displayed in a clear 
contents list 
Find the right section Clear headings 
Understand the sentences Appropriate level of complexity 
Understand the words Appropriate vocabulary, technical 
glossary 
Understand the pictures Good pictures, clear captions, correct 
placement 
Do a series of tasks Well~structured list with actions 
grouped and ordered appropriately 
Answer questions Unambiguous questions, clear response 
format 
Fill in information Adequate space for answers 
Sign a form Fair declaration, adequate and well~ 
marked space 
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Felker et al. (1981) combine their work for Washington's Document Design 
Center into one of the most detailed sets of information design guidelines 
available. They divide their guidelines into four sections: 
• Principles for organising text 
• Principles for writing sentences 
• Typographic principles 
• Graphic principles. 
Each guideline includes a brief description of the principle, examples of its 
use, and research support. According to Kempson and Moore (1994), it is this 
approach of providing principles and supporting evidence, without resorting 
to simple rules, that is one of the strengths of the Document Design Center's 
approach (p. 26). Kempson and Moore argue that the Document Design 
Center's guidelines are the most comprehensive and useful set of guidelines 
available for people producing public documents (p. 135). The guidelines 
developed by Felker et al. ( 1981) are summarised in Figure 1, on the 
following page. 
Guidelines do not describe the ways that publications 
are developed 
The five sets of publication design guidelines summarised in this section offer 
very different approaches to publication development. Schriver (1989) 
suggests that guidelines such as these are popular text~focused methods of 
evaluating text quality. Each set of guidelines aims to give advice to 
information designers on the linguistic, stylistic, or graphic features of 
successful text (p. 244 ). However, one problem across all five sets is that they 
include little 'how~to' information for the information designer to apply 
(Duffy, 1981, p. 257). Each set of guidelines discusses general approaches to 
information design, without giving details of how to undertake each stage. 
Many of the principles described in these guidelines can be applied only to an 
existing document or a draft document; they do not provide a map for the 
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Figure I: Information design guidelines developed by 
Felker, Pickering, Charrow, Holland, and Redish ( 1981 ). 
Principles for organising text 
Put sentences and paragraphs in a logical order 
Give an overview of the main ideas of the text 
Use informative headings 
Make a table of contents for long documents 
Principles for writing sentences 
Use the active voice 
Use personal pronouns 
Avoid nouns created from verbs; use action verbs 
Avoid whiz~deletions 
Write short sentences 
Do not insert excess information into a sentence 
List conditions separately 
Keep equivalent items parallel 
Avoid unnecessary and difficult words 
Unstring noun strings 
Avoid multiple negatives 
Typographic principles 
Use highlighting techniques, but don't overuse them 
Use 8 to 10 point type for text 
Avoid lines of type that are too long or too short 
Use white space in margins and between sections 
Use ragged right margins 
Avoid using all caps 
Graphic principles 
Use illustrations to supplement text 
Use tables to supplement text 
Use bar charts to supplement text 
Use line graphs to supplement text 
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information designer to follow. In addition, many of these guidelines focus 
only on micro elements of information design research, looking at separate 
elements of the document and discussing approaches for successful practice. 
They do not address macro level document issues and they do not provide a 
clear model of how good information design is done (see, for example, Felker 
et al., 1981; Kramer & Bernhardt, 1996; Lewis & Waller, 1993). 
As Schriver (1989) points out, guidelines can be frustrating from a writer's 
perspective either because they are vague and generic, or because they force 
writers to assume that all writing tasks require the same simplistic 
prescriptions (p. 244 ). 'Put differently, guidelines often fail to help writers 
adapt their texts to the unique features of the given rhetorical situation. 
Furthermore, evidence suggests that writers have difficulty recognizing when 
and how to apply guidelines' (Schriver, 1989, p. 244). 
Another criticism of guidelines is that they confine the information designer's 
focus to the document itself, without incorporating the social context 
(NBEET, 1996, p. 10). Guidelines rarely give attention to the context or the 
relationship between contextual factors and language choice. One partial 
exception here is the set of guidelines developed by the Document Design 
Center (Felker et al., 1981). As Kempson and Moore (1994) note, one key 
strength of the Document Design Center's guidelines is that they 
acknowledge exceptions to each principle put forward (p. 26). 
Sless (1994b) offers a broader approach to describing information design, 
suggesting that successful information design methods follow a pattern that is 
common to other problem solving methods. The method includes: 
• Defining the problem 
• Involving all the stakeholders 
• Observing and measuring the current state of things 
• Developing prototype solutions 
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• Iteratively developing and testing of prototypes until an optimum 
solution is found 
• Implementing and monitoring the solution in use (p. 9). 
Sless (1994b) offers a general problem~solving approach that could be useful 
for information designers. However, using a general approach means that 
Sless offers only minimal guidance for information designers; while providing 
a broad map of the information design process, Sless offers little guidance on 
how to approach the research, writing, and design stages. 
Plain English as a guiding principle for documents 
Plain English is often put forward as a deciding factor for successful 
documents and as a framework offering a set of guidelines the information 
designer should follow. Popular wisdom is that, if you 'plain English~ify' the 
text, a document will become easy to read and use. Organisations often call 
on editors to do a 'plain English edit' of their text after they have worked out 
what they want to say and before the text moves on to the design stage. This 
editing process, organisations seem to assume, will ensure the text is easy for 
the audience to read and that the document is a success (NBEET, 1996, p. 5). 
However, this approach focuses on the document itself and not on whether it 
is successful for its readers. The plain English approach could also perpetuate 
the artificial separation of text and design. 
The Department of Employment, Education and Training's Reader Friendly 
Documents Kit (1990) defines plain English as 'good, clear writing'. The kit 
suggests that 'good writing is presented in such a way that the people reading 
it can understand it easily'. Eagleson (1990) defines plain English as 'clear 
straightforward expression, using only as many words as are necessary. It is 
language that avoids obscurity, inflated vocabulary and convoluted sentence 
construction' (p. 4 ). Crow (1988) says that plain English indicates a desire to 
establish common ground with readers and demonstrates that the 
communicator has little to hide (p. 89). 
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Most advocates of plain English go on to say that plain English text by itself 
is not enough. In addition to clear writing, documents also need clear design 
and consideration of the document's purpose (DEET, 1990; Eagleson, 1990, 
p. 6; NBEET, 1996, p. 62). As Cutts (1993) points out, it is often both the 
language and the layout of texts that defeat readers. In discussing legislation-
a prime target for the plain English movement- Cutts suggests that language 
issues such as long sentences, unusual constructions, and unexplained 
technical terms combine with layout issues to cast the reader 'adrift on a sea 
of grey print without any of the usual navigational aids' (p. 117). However, 
researchers at the Communication Research Institute of Australia have raised 
serious doubts about the validity of the plain English approach. They suggest 
that many of the claims made about the benefits of plain English lack 
empirical evidence, there are no objective standards for measuring success, 
and there is evidence that plain English principles result in only marginal 
improvements to documents (Penman 1993c; Siess, 1993). 
Penman (1993c) points out that the primary focus of plain English is the 
text. To improve the accessibility and comprehensibility of a document, a 
plain English editor will rewrite it in a clearer style, with plain, simple words. 
Penman cites Hathaway (1983, in Penman 1993c) and Kelly (1989, in 
Penman 1993c) as typical advocates of the text~ based approach to plain 
English. Both Hathaway and Kelly outline key elements of good 
communication, all of which involve text-based principles (such as using the 
active voice and using short sentences). These approaches equate clear 
communication with language and word style (Penman, 1993c, p. 122). 
Penman ( 1993c) argues that the problem with the plain English approach is 
that it places the major focus on the document, not the reader (p. 122). 
'Saying that you must write for readers, that plain English is the best way to 
do this, and then writing in plain English, is not a reader-oriented approach' 
(Penman, 1993c, p. 126). Stasko (1994) supports this criticism of plain 
English, identifying the plain English approach with the conduit metaphor. 
Stasko suggests that the main aim of plain English is to 'get the message right' 
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and send it through the communication 'pipe' (p. 165). These criticisms go 
beyond the need to incorporate design in the document development process: 
they are about the focus of the document - the difference between what the 
organisation wants to say and what the reader will find useful. These 
criticisms also suggest that, because the plain English approach is text~ 
focused, with little room for consideration of the reader, the movement's 
guidelines are unlikely to provide a useful approach for producing a successful 
promotional publication. 
Penman (1993c) suggests that a truly collaborative, reader~based approach to 
information design would take sole control away from the writer and place it 
democratically between the reader and writer. 
Interestingly, through the empowerment of the reader and removal of 
sole authorial control, this approach could well generate a document 
that contravenes the basic, text~based tenets of the plain language 
movement, such as fewer words and shorter sentences. We have 
certainly demonstrated these consequences in our own work at the 
Institute. I want to suggest that this collaborative approach takes us 
beyond plain English into another realm altogether. It is no longer 
about plain English, but about reader~oriented document design. 
(pp. 126-127) 
Kimble (1994-1995) answers Penman's (1993c) criticisms of the plain 
English movement, suggesting that there is long~standing empirical evidence 
that plain English improves comprehension, that plain English involves more 
than just plain words and short sentences, and that the plain English 
movement advocates testing documents with readers whenever possible. 
Kimble argues that Penman's distinction between a text~based approach and 
a reader~oriented approach is flawed; he suggests that plain English writers 
draw on guidelines, not inflexible rules, and that the guidelines will vary 
according to the intended readers' needs. He points out that 'plain language 
involves - ideally- a process of developing the documents to meet the users' 
needs' (p. 67). While Kimble gives credit to Penman and her colleagues at 
the Communication Research Institute of Australia for their work, he 
suggests that, rather than denying that their work is in plain English, they 
should 'consider whether they take it for granted' (p. 78). 
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Organisational writing is a collaborative 
process 
A growing body of literature addresses the collaborative process of writing in 
nonacademic settings (for example, Cross, 1994; Doheny~Farina, 1986; Ede & 
Lunsford, 1985; Lay & Karis, 1991; Odell & Goswami, 1985; Oma, 1996; 
Spilka, 1993b). Much of this research is ethnographic, involving case studies 
of organisational writing, discussing the process of collaborating to write and 
edit successive drafts of a document and gain approval through organisational 
hierarchies. 
Doheny~Farina (1986) suggests that studies of writing in nonacademic 
settings help to provide insight into writing as a social process (p. 159). 
These studies show that most organisational writing is collaborative in 
nature. Ede and Lunsford (1985) report that 87 per cent of respondents in 
their study said that they sometimes write as part of a team or group, and 59 
per cent of those who write as part of a group indicated they find 
collaboration productive. Farkas ( 1991) points out that collaboration requires 
participants to develop a common understanding of the goal, which can 
create problems at times (p. 1.3 ). Other problems may result from different 
levels of experience, various agendas, external events, and disruptive 
processes (Lay & Karis, 1991, pp. 9-11). While collaborative activities can be 
difficult and time consuming, collaborative work can bring several benefits to 
organisations as group solutions are usually superior to individual solutions 
(Lay & Karis, 1991, p. 7). 
Debs (1993a) questions the common meaning of the word 'collaboration'. In 
her study of an organisational setting, Debs found that writers invariably said 
'no' if asked whether they collaborate when writing. But when asked about 
decisions made during the writing process, the same writers often used 'we' 
and reported making writing decisions with another person (Debs, 1993a, 
p. 159). As Van Pelt and Gillam (1991) point out, while workplace writing is 
generally collaborative in nature, few organisational writers would use the 
term 'collaborative writing' to describe their work (p. 172). 
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Doheny~Farina (1986) suggests that the context in which documents are 
developed will have an impact on the ways they are developed, and on the 
final product. Doheny~ Farina, who studied the collaborative writing processes 
of a group of computer software company executives, suggests there is a 
reciprocal relationship between writing and the organisational context 
(p. 159). He argues that organisational contexts influence writers' 
conceptions of their rhetorical situations and their collaborative writing 
behaviour, and that rhetorical activities influence the structure of the 
organisation (p. 158). Odell (1985) also examines the relationships between 
organisational context and writing, and suggests that writers are influenced by 
their interactions with colleagues and by the culture of the organisation. 
Writers rely on their awareness of attitudes and prior experiences when 
judging the appropriateness of choices in writing (pp. 250-215). 
Couture and Rymer (1993) establish two categories to identify the 
relationship between writing and context: routine tasks, where speed of 
completion is more important than product quality, and special tasks, where 
quality is more important than efficiency. They suggest that several 
researchers have shown that organisational writers will adjust their work 
practices according to the importance of the task or the efficiency with which 
it must be completed (p. 5). 
Farkas (1991) identifies four basic forms of collaborative writing: (1) two or 
more people jointly composing a document; (2) two or more people 
contributing components of a document; (3) one or more involved in 
modifying, editing, or reviewing a document; and ( 4) one person drafting a 
document based on interactions with others ( p. 14). Farkas suggests that the 
second and third forms of collaboration are the most commonly used in 
organisational settings; the first form is time~consuming and can lead to 
disagreements and loss of productivity, and the fourth form is a marginal 
instance of collaboration. 
Page 63 
lnformauon Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 2: Uterature review 
Van Pelt and Gillam ( 1991) identify two basic categories of collaborative 
writing: writing team work (where an individual writer takes responsibility for 
the text) and shared document collaboration (which involves joint decision 
making) (p. 173 ). Van Pelt and Gillam illustrate the two categories through 
models, shown in Figure 2 on the following page. 
Van Pelt and Gillam ( 1991) suggest that the writing team work approach is 
most commonly used in organisations. Under this approach, the writer is the 
central point for developing the document, drawing in other professionals as 
needed. Writers may submit text to supervisors for comment, review, or 
approval; interview and interact with technical staff; and involve other staff 
in editing, illustrating, and reviewing, their work ( p. 17 4). Van Pelt and 
Gillam point out that the crucial difference between the two approaches is 
that, in the first model, the major decisions rest with the writer while, in the 
second model, writing decisions are fully shared. 
One aspect often missing from studies of collaborative writing is the role of 
other information design professionals. Collaborative writing studies tend to 
focus on writers, editors, and managers to the exclusion of other professionals 
involved in the information design process. While authors such as Lay and 
Karis ( 1991) extend the notion of 'authors' to include graphic designers and 
end users, and the role of graphic designers could be implied in Van Pelt and 
Gillam's (1991) models, research has not yet addressed the collaborative roles 
of the variety of communication professionals involved in the information 
design process. 
Duffy (1981) identifies researchers' inability to adequately describe the 
information design system and process (p. 256). Duffy suggests that this has 
created a gulf between theory and practice, with theory being so broad that it 
offers few guidelines on the information design process and practitioners 
going about their work using previous experience and good judgment without 
any reference to theoretical developments (p. 257). Theory builders and 
practitioners rarely talk to each other, and do not attend to the issues the 
other sees as important (p. 258). 
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Figure 2:Van Pelt and Gillam's (1991) two categories of 
collaborative writing: writing team work and shared 
document collaboration. 
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Duffy draws on a systems analysis model from the fields of engineering and 
operations analysis in an attempt to develop a model of the information 
design process. He presents a four~phase model of document design 
(pp. 259-265). Duffy's model is summarised in Figure 3 on the following page. 
Duffy's model clearly suggests that a publication's content and design should 
be developed simultaneously. Duffy is not advocating that these tasks should 
be undertaken by one person, but that content and design should be 
considered together throughout the information design process, and allowed 
to influence each other. 
Duffy's model attempts to offer an approach that bridges the gulf between 
theory and practice in information design, providing a mechanism for 
information designers to approach the project from the macro level, focusing 
first on the needs of the reader, while also drawing on the research literature 
relating to micro design issues. Rather than offering rules of best practice or 
guidelines that the information designer must follow, Duffy's model offers a 
process - a way of asking questions about the document, allowing the 
information designer to incorporate and adapt principles to produce the 
desired outcome for the reader. 
However, Duffy's model has received little testing, and there is no evidence 
that information designers actually use this approach in their work. In 
addition, there is no evidence that public relations practitioners use this 
approach when developing promotional publications. 
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Figure 3: Duffy's ( 1981) model of document design. 
Phase I: Analysis 
- to identify the purpose of the document and clearly identify conditions in the 
situation where it will be used that could facilitate or obstruct that purpose. 




Phase 2: Plan 
- to identify design strategies for achieving the intended purpose, given the 
expected skill, ability, and motivational levels. The focus of this phase is on 
the components of the document. 
Define content 
Define graphic utilisation 
Typography 
Phase 3: Develop 
- apply the design strategies identified for achieving the document's purpose. 
In this phase, the focus remains on the components of the document. 
Write text 
Prepare graphics 
Prepare page layout 
Phase 4: Implement and evaluate 
-review the output from each phase and ensure the objectives are achieved; 
try the document out on the intended audience under actual conditions of use. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has provided an overview of the research literature from the 
information design and collaborative writing fields that may be relevant to 
the work of public relations practitioners developing promotional 
publications for their clients. 
As little research looks at the ways that promotional publications are created 
and managed by practitioners, this chapter has drawn on the related fields of 
information design and collaborative writing. I have looked at research relating 
to reader responses to publications, micro level information design research, 
testing, guidelines for publication development, and the collaborative process of 
organisational writing. 
I concluded this literature review by drawing on Duffy's (1981) work to 
identify researchers' inability to adequately describe the information design 
process. In the next chapter, I outline the methodology used in this study to 
consider the process used by public relations practitioners when developing 





This chapter outlines the methodology used to collect data for this study, 
building on the introduction to the methodology outlined in Chapter 1. In 
this chapter, I provide a rationale for the procedures followed in this study. 
My aim is to provide evidence that the research procedures for this study 
were carefully considered and credible. 
This chapter is divided into six sections: 
• Justification of the methodology 
• Research procedure 
• Limitations of focus groups 
• Ethical issues 
• Evaluating the design quality 
• Conclusion. 
Justification of the methodology 
Introduction 
This section justifies the methodology adopted for this study, examining the 
methodological approach, the research strategy, and the research method. In 
this section, I argue that a qualitative research approach is appropriate for 
examining the research question. I also argue that a case study strategy with 
focus groups adopted as the research method is suitable for this study. 
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A qualitative approach to the research 
This study is exploratory in nature, seeking to explain and understand the 
development of promotional publications from participants' perspectives. 
Given the exploratory nature of the study, and the lack of existing literature 
on the topic, qualitative methods are appropriate (King, 1994; Patton, 1990; 
Yin, 1984). Creswell (1994) notes that 'one of the chief reasons for 
conducting a qualitative study is that the study is exploratory; not much has 
been written about the topic or population being studied, and the researcher 
seeks to listen to informants and to build a picture based on their ideas' 
(p. 21). Strauss and Corbin (1990) support this approach, suggesting that 
qualitative research is useful in uncovering and understanding what lies 
behind any phenomenon about which little is known (p. 19). 
Through a qualitative approach, this study builds a picture of the ways that 
public relations practitioners develop promotional publications, based on the 
issues that the practitioners involved in this study feel are important. By 
describing the approaches participants identify as useful when developing 
promotional publications, this study seeks to add to the research base in the 
information design and collaborative writing fields, and to provide a link 
between these fields and public relations practice. Through this study, I aim 
to provide a base for further research and theory development (Creswell, 
1994; Cross, 1994; Janesick, 1994; Morse, 1994). This approach to theory 
development is supported by Strauss and Corbin (1990), who argue that 
'formulating theoretical interpretations of data grounded in reality provides a 
powerful means both for understanding the world "out there" and for 
developing action strategies that will allow for some measure of control over 
it' (p. 9). 
According to Patton (1990), there are no rigid rules for designing a sound 
qualitative study, and no recipe or formula to follow ( p. 13). Cronbach (1982, 
in Patton, 1990) suggests that qualitative research is as much of an art as it is 
a science (p. 16). Qualitative research aims to give detailed information 
based on the responses of small numbers of people. Qualitative approaches, 
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therefore, are characterised by increased understanding but reduced 
generalisability (Patton, 1990, p. 14). This study aims to produce 'rich', 
detailed, specific data that are generalisable to theoretical concepts, but will 
not be generalisable across a range of settings (Patton, 1990; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990; Yin, 1984). 
Qualitative research has a number of important characteristics. Yin ( 1984) 
suggests that the essence of qualitative research consists of two conditions: 
the use of close~up, detailed observation of the natural world, and the 
attempt to avoid prior commitment to any theoretical model (p. 25). Janesick 
( 1994) extends these conditions by characterising qualitative research in six 
ways: it is holistic, it looks at the relationships within a system or culture, it 
refers to the personal, it is face~to~face and immediate, it is focused on 
understanding a social setting and not necessarily on making prediction, and 
it requires the researcher to become the research instrument (p. 212). These 
characteristics of qualitative inquiry mean that the research design can, in 
part, emerge as the research is in progress. Qualitative research design 
identifies an initial focus and a method of approach, but the inquiry can not 
be fully specified in advance (Patton, 1990, p. 61). 
According to Sullivan and Porter (1993 ), qualitative research is practice~ 
driven. This means that the research begins with topics or questions, and the 
research technique is chosen to suit them (]anesick, 1994, p. 210; Sullivan 
and Porter, 1993, p. 230). Morse (1994) proposes that each qualitative 
strategy 'offers a particular and unique perspective that illuminates certain 
aspects of reality more easily than others' (p. 223). Morse also suggests that 
links between the method chosen and the research question will determine 
the types of results obtained (p. 223 ). In this study, questions focus on how 
participants describe and make sense of relevant elements of their lives (King, 
1994, p. 18). 
The research question as identified in Chapter 1 is: 
How do public relations practitioners approach the development of 
promotional publications for their clients? 
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As Strauss and Corbin ( 1990) point out, the research question acts as a 
directive during the research, helping to get the researcher started and stay 
focused throughout the project (p. 39). The research question is designed to 
provide focus, while also giving the researcher the flexibility and freedom to 
explore the phenomenon in depth (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 37). Marshall 
and Rossman (1995) suggest that this flexibility is one of the key strengths of 
qualitative approaches to research; the qualitative approach assumes the 
value of context and searches for a deeper understanding of participants' 
experiences (p. 39). 
The research strategy adopted for this study, therefore, needed to: 
• Allow for flexibility during the data gathering process 
• Generate a range of data 
• Focus on how practitioners describe their experiences 
• Involve a range of practitioners in the research process 
• Provide an opportunity for practitioners to compare their approaches to 
work 
• Provide a research opportunity where practitioners would feel 
comfortable discussing their approaches and issues 
• Provide an opportunity for me to compare the issues raised by 
practitioners with the material on information design and collaborative 
writing generated by researchers. 
A case study strategy for the research 
Marshall and Rossman ( 1995) suggest that a research strategy is a road map 
for the project, an 'overall plan for undertaking a systematic exploration of 
the phenomenon of interest' (p. 40). The research strategy defines the object 
to be studied (Stake, 1994, p. 236), and guides the researcher toward 
appropriate research methods (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 41). 
The strategy for this study was chosen according to the three conditions 
identified by Yin ( 1984): the type of research question posed, the extent of 
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control the researcher has over events, and the focus on contemporary as 
opposed to historical events (p. 16). Yin (1984) identifies five distinct 
research strategies- experiments, surveys, archival analyses, histories, and 
case studies- and proposes that case studies are the preferred strategy for 
exploratory studies when 'how' and 'why' questions are being asked, for 
studies in a real~life context when the researcher has little control over 
events, and for studies of a contemporary phenomenon (pp. 13-20). The 
choice of a case study strategy for this type of research is supported by several 
researchers, including Marshall and Rossman (1995), Stake (1994), and 
Janesick (1994). Case study strategies are also well established in writing and 
design research (Debs, 1993b; Doheny-Farina, 1986; Doheny~Farina & Odell, 
1985; Lay & Karis, 1991; Odell & Goswami, 1985; Oma, 1996; Paradis, 
Dobrin, & Miller, 1985; Schriver, 1997; Spilka, 1993b). As Lay and Karis 
(1991) point out, case study research can further our understanding of how 
writers write, and our understanding of what implications writing may have 
on organisations and disciplines (p. 83 ). A case study strategy, therefore, was 
chosen for this research. 
Yin (1984) divides case study research into two approaches: single case 
designs and multiple case designs (p. 27). While both approaches meet the 
essential conditions of qualitative research, Yin argues that multiple case 
designs provide more compelling and robust evidence than single case designs 
(p. 48). The use of a multiple case design is supported by Stake (1994), who 
argues that the researcher is usually more interested in a phenomenon or 
population of cases than in an individual case (p. 237). Cases are used to 
provide insight into an issue; they facilitate our understanding of the 
phenomenon under study (Stake, 1994, p. 237). A multiple case study 
strategy, therefore, was chosen for this research. 
While the choice of a research strategy helps to guide the choice of research 
methods, a number of options remain available for the researcher. Yin ( 1984) 
suggests that one of the key strengths of case studies is the opportunity to use 
different sources of evidence (p. 90). Examples of research techniques 
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available in case study strategies include participant observation, document 
analysis, and a range of interviewing techniques (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, 
p. 41). 
As ethnographic case studies constitute an established strategy in both 
writing and design research (Debs, 1993b; Doheny,Farina, 1986; Doheny, 
Farina & Odell, 1985; Lay & Karis, 1991; Odell & Goswami, 1985; Orna, 
1996; Paradis, Dobrin, & Miller, 1985; Schriver, 1997; Spilka, 1993b), an 
ethnographic case study strategy was originally planned for this study. In the 
early stages of planning this research, I hoped to gain access to one 
organisation and use participant observation, open,ended interviews, and 
document analysis to gather information about participants' approaches to 
information design. However, gaining access to an organisation that met the 
requirements of this research (a public relations consultancy with a strong 
publications focus and in,house design facilities) proved impossible, so an 
alternative research method was developed. 
In choosing an alternative research method, the two criteria outlined by 
Zelditch (1962, in Marshall & Rossman, 1995) were used to judge the 
method's appropriateness. Zelditch argues that qualitative research methods 
should be judged according to their information adequacy and efficiency 
(in Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 42). Based on these criteria, focus group 
research techniques were used for this study. Focus groups meet Zelditch's 
criteria through maximising the possibilities of answering the research 
question and eliciting the sought,after information, and through allowing the 
data to be collected at the least cost in terms of time, access, and cost to 
participants (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 45). 
The rationale for choosing focus group research techniques for this study is 
discussed in the following section. 
Focus groups as the research method 
Focus groups were chosen as the method of data collection for two reasons: 
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• Focus groups meet the criteria for the research method identified in the 
previous section 
• Focus group are familiar to people working in the communication 
professions and should, therefore, be a method they feel comfortable 
with. 
The focus group method as a qualitative research technique grew out of group 
therapy methods used by psychiatrists (Bellenger, Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 
1976; Morgan, 1988), and from audience response research completed by 
Lazarsfeld and Merton in the 1940s (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990; Stewart 
& Shamdasani, 1990). Focus groups are a dominant method in marketing 
research (Morgan, 1988), and are growing in popularity in the social sciences 
(Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). 
Focus groups bring together the two principal methods of qualitative inquiry, 
participant observation and individual interviews, occupying a position 
between the two (Morgan, 1988, pp. 21-22). The method offers a means of 
obtaining in~depth information through group discussion, allowing an insight 
into the behaviour and thinking of participants. Focus groups are particularly 
effective in providing insight into why people think or feel the way they do 
(Bellenger, Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 1976; Krueger, 1988; Marshall & 
Rossman, 1995; Morgan, 1988). 
Focus group techniques have a number of advantages which support their use 
for this study: 
• Focus groups are a useful method for gathering information about a little~ 
studied field, and for generating hypotheses based on informants' insights 
and language (Krueger, 1988; Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990; Morgan, 
1988; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). 
• Focus groups use group interaction to produce data and insights that would 
be less accessible without the interaction of the group (Krueger, 1988, 
p. 15; Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, p. 141; Morgan, 1988, p. 12; 
Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 16). One of the key assumptions of the 
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focus group method is that individuals' attitudes and beliefs are more likely 
to be revealed in the group setting, and that the social nature of the group 
discussion encourages individuals to contribute opinions that may not be 
readily available through other methods (Goldman, 1962, p. 3; Krueger, 
1988, p. 42; Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 84; Morgan, 1988, p. 12; 
Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 16). 
• Focus groups involve free~flowing interaction that can generate 
unexpected findings and new insights, helping the researcher to get closer 
to participants' understandings of the topic (Morgan, 1988, pp. 24-25). In 
focus groups, control of the interaction is shifted from the interviewer to 
the participants, placing greater emphasis on participants' points of view 
(Burgess, 1984, p. 188; Krueger, 1988, p. 19; Morgan, 1988, p. 18). 
Participants use their own language and can raise themes and issues that 
are relevant to them rather than those imposed by the researcher (Merton, 
Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, p. 13; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 16). The 
group interaction can lead to spontaneous responses and high levels of 
participant involvement (Morgan, 1988, p. 17). In addition, the 
interaction in the group, and the process of allowing opinions to bounce 
back and forward amongst participants, is helpful in the process of data 
triangulation (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 24). 
• Focus groups are a socially~oriented research method, studying participation 
in a natural, real~life atmosphere (Krueger, 1988, p. 44; Marshall & 
Rossman, 1995, p. 84 ). The focus group moderator has the flexibility to 
capitalise on this social interaction and explore new issues as they emerge 
(Krueger, 1988, p. 45; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 16). 
• Focus groups generate large amounts of data for relatively low cost and in a 
relatively short amount of time (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 8; Morgan, 
1988, p. 15; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 16). 
Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990) outline four criteria for judging effective 
focus groups: range, specificity, depth, and personal context (p. 12): 
• Range 
In discussing range, Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990) propose that 
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focus groups can uncover a diverse range of relevant data. Range is 
maximised through eliciting as many responses as possible, through 
maintaining a flexible approach to the research, and through using 
unstructured questions. 
• Specificity 
Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990) suggest that focus groups generate 
specific reports from participants of their experiences. These reports 
help to close the gap between how participants report on situations and 
how they were actually experienced. Specificity is enhanced through 
probing and unstructured questions. 
• Depth 
Depth refers to the extent that participants give self~revealing reports of 
how the situation was experienced. Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990) 
propose that depth can be maximised through exploratory questioning 
and through keeping the group relatively small. 
• Personal context 
Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990) suggest that effective focus groups 
will uncover the personal context of participants, showing what each 
participant understands about the topic under discussion. This helps to 
reveal how the prior experiences and dispositions of participants are 
influencing their comments. Personal context can be revealed by 
probing about the underlying bases for participants' comments, and by 
encouraging participants to give personal reports of cases and events. 
In this study, range, specificity, depth, and personal context were maximised 
through following Merton, Fiske, and Kendall's ( 1990) advice with the 
wording and structure of questions. The procedure used to maximise range, 
specificity, depth, and person context is outlined in the Research Procedure 
section, beginning on the following page. 
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A single method research design 
Focus groups are often used in conjunction with other methods, but several 
researchers argue that there is no a priori reason to assume that focus groups 
require validation with other techniques (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 24; 
Krueger, 1988, p. 40; Morgan, 1988, p. 11; Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 9; 
Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 12). 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) point out that the key to using focus groups 
successfully is in ensuring that their use is consistent with the purpose of the 
research. Focus groups, as a technique at the ernie end of the research 
continuum, are particularly useful for studying areas that are not well 
understood, and where the participants' words, categories, and associations 
are important (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, pp. 12-13). Focus groups are 
appropriate as a sole technique in a new research area, when used for 
exploratory purposes (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 24; Morgan, 1988, p. 24 ). 
For this study, focus groups were used as a self~contained method to gather 
data on the research question. This choice is supported because: 
• The study is exploratory in nature 
• Focus group techniques meet the criteria for conducting good 
qualitative research, as demonstrated in the preceding discussion 
• Focus groups generate a large amount of data 
• The results of the study are being used to develop suggestions for further 
research, not to draw any conclusions about the topic. 
Research procedure 
Introduction 
The research procedure outlined by Stewart and Shamdasani ( 1990) was used 
as the basis for designing this study. Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggest 
that the following steps are used in the design and use of focus group research 
(p. 20): 
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• Problem definition/Formulation of the research question 
• Identification of the sampling frame 
• Identification of the moderator 
• Generation and pre~testing of the interview guide 
• Recruiting the sample 
• Conducting the group 
• Analysis and interpretation of data 
• Writing the report. 
This section gives a detailed discussion of the research procedure used in this 
study. 
Problem definition/Formulation of the research question 
As this research is exploratory, it is difficult to define the research question 
closely before the research commences. Strauss and Corbin (1990) note that 
qualitative research is based on the assumption that all concepts pertaining to 
the phenomenon have not yet been identified (p. 37). This means that the 
initial research question is very broad, and can be progressively narrowed 
during research. This approach is supported by Patton (1990), who suggests 
that qualitative design unfolds as the research unfolds (p. 61 ). 
Although the research question is necessarily broad in an exploratory study, 
having a clear statement of the research focus is essential. The first step in 
conducting the research is to define and clarify the concepts to be 
investigated (Knodel, 1993, p. 36). As Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) point 
out, only through a clear statement of the problem can the focus groups 
actually focus on the topic of the study (p. 18). 
The broad research question was defined in Chapter 1: 
How do public relations practitioners approach the development of 
promotional publications for their clients? 
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Specifically, this study will seek to explore: 
• Whether there is an accepted process that public relations practitioners 
follow when developing promotional publications 
• Whether the various practitioners involved in producing a promotional 
publication work collaboratively during the production process 
• Whether the process used to develop promotional publications 
approximates the procedures and issues discussed by researchers 
• Whether practitioners believe that text and design work together in 
creating a successful promotional publication and whether this is 
reflected in the way they approach the work 
• How practitioners judge the success of the promotional publications 
they produce. 
Identification of the sampling frame 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) identify the sampling frame as an 
operational definition of the population of interest (p. 18). In focus group 
research, the main issue to consider when selecting the sampling frame is not 
generalisability, but selecting a sample that will provide meaningful 
information for the study (Morgan, 1988, p. 44). The driving force behind 
selection is the purpose of the study (Krueger, 1988, p. 98). 
The sampling frame was guided by the importance many researchers place on 
homogeneity in the groups (Bellenger, Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 1976, 
p. 12; Knodel, 1993, p. 39; Krueger, 1988, p. 25; Marshall & Rossman, 1995, 
p. 84; Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, p. 137). For this study, the most 
important dimension of group membership was the individual's role in the 
publication production process. For this reason, the sample was divided into 
three groups along these lines: project managers, designers, and writers. 
Breaking the sample into three types of homogeneous groups allowed for data 
analysis across the groups (Knodel, 1993, p. 39; Morgan, 1988, p. 45). Three 
focus groups were conducted with project managers, and one group each was 
conducted with designers and writers. 
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Some researchers suggest that the sampling frame should, ideally, involve 
participants who do not know each other (Krueger, 1988, p. 18; Morgan, 
1988, p. 48). These researchers suggest that prior relationships can upset 
group dynamics, inhibit disclosure, and lead to friends talking primarily to 
each other (Morgan, 1988, p. 48). However, Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) 
argue that the issue of whether participants know each other seems to have, 
at most, a modest influence on the group dynamics (p. 35). Morgan and 
Krueger ( 1993) argue that the perception that participants should be 
strangers is one of the myths of focus group research (p. 7). For this study, it 
was impossible to recruit participants who did not know each other. 
Brisbane's public relations community is small and, in many cases, 
participants had worked together in previous positions. Because of this, 
particular attention was paid to ensuring that all participants were actively 
involved in the discussions. 
For this study, the sampling frame was: 
• Group 1: Project managers 
Public relations practitioners whose work involves managing the 
process of producing promotional publications for clients. These 
practitioners are based in Brisbane, and work either in a public relations 
consultancy or a state government department. The project managers 
were sourced through the Public Relations Institute of Australia and 
the Queensland Government Communicators' Group. 
• Group 2: Graphic designers 
Graphic designers who work with public relations practitioners in 
producing promotional publications for clients. These designers are 
based in Brisbane, and work either for a design consultancy or for a 
state government department. The designers were sourced through 
project managers in group 1 (project managers involved in the study 
were asked to provide details of graphic designers that they regularly 
worked with). 
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• Group 3: Writers 
Writers who work with public relations practitioners in producing 
promotional publications for clients. These writers are based in 
Brisbane, and work either as independent freelancers or for a state 
government department. The writers were sourced through project 
managers in group 1 and from freelance writers teaching part~time in an 
introductory writing course at Queensland University of Technology. 
Identification of the moderator 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggest that the research question and 
sampling frame should be used to guide the choice of moderator for the focus 
groups (p. 21 ). 
The moderator is the key to ensuring that focus groups run successfully, and 
several researchers discuss the importance of the moderator to the groups' 
outcomes (Frey & Fontana, 1993; Krueger, 1988; Morgan, 1988; Stewart & 
Shamdasani, 1990). The key characteristics of a good moderator include 
being a good listener, being familiar with group processes, having experience 
in conducting focus group research, and having adequate knowledge of the 
topic. 
For this study, I moderated each group discussion. While this approach to 
moderating brings with it a temptation to be less objective and to lead the 
group toward the desired outcome (Morgan & Krueger, 1993, p. 12), my 
functioning as moderator can be justified in the following way: 
• I have experience in focus group research, having completed several 
funded focus group research projects for clients in the last five years 
• I have adequate knowledge of the topic and, as this topic is one that 
has been studied very little in the past, this would have been difficult to 
achieve with another moderator 
• I have worked as a public relations consultant in Brisbane, and am 
known and trusted by many of the participants without being seen as 
any more of an expert than they are 
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• My role in this research includes analysing the outcomes of each focus 
group and, as Krueger (1988) points out, having the moderator conduct 
the analysis is a distinct advantage (p. 112). 
Morgan and Krueger (1993) argue that recruiting a moderator from within 
the research team is feasible, particularly when familiarity with the topic is 
important (p. 5). They also propose that needing a highly skilled moderator is 
a myth of focus group research (p. 5). To reduce the temptation of leading 
the group toward a desired outcome, the interview guide developed for this 
study was purposefully open~ended, and moderator involvement in the groups 
was as non~directive as possible. 
Generation and pre-testing of the interview guide 
The interview guide sets the agenda for the focus group, and should be based 
on the original research question (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 60). The 
interview guide is exactly that: it is a guide for the research that is general in 
nature and is not followed rigidly during the focus groups (Burgess, 1984, 
p. 108; Knodel, 1993, p. 37; Morgan, 1988, p. 56; Stewart & Shamdasani, 
1990, p. 62). The interview guide poses questions to the investigator as 
reminders of what needs to be collected, rather than questions that should be 
asked directly of the participants (Yin, 1984, p. 70). 
One interview guide was developed for this study and used for the three 
different types of groups (project managers, designers, and writers). Knodel 
(1993) argues that using the same guide across different groups allows for 
effective comparisons across groups (p. 39). The interview guide developed 
for this study is included in Appendix 1. 
Formulating the questions 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggest that two principles should be 
followed when formulating the questions. Firstly, they argue that questions 
should be ordered from the general to the specific (p. 61 ). This is supported 
by Krueger (1988, p. 82) and Frey and Fontana (1993, p. 30). Secondly, 
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Stewart and Shamdasani recommend that the questions should be placed in 
order of their importance to the research agenda, with the most important 
questions placed first (p. 61 ). 
As Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) point out, these two principles conflict. 
Stewart and Shamdasani suggest that the researcher should make a 
judgement in the trade,offs between the general,to,specific rule and the 
more,to,least,important rule ( pp. 61-62). 
Several researchers propose that using a questioning sequence of general to 
specific is the most common approach in focus groups and that this sequence 
promotes group interaction and confidence (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 30; 
Krueger, 1988, pp. 66, 82; Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, p. 15; Morgan, 
1988, p. 57). 
In this study, the general,to,specific rule was followed to encourage group 
interaction and to allow the groups to develop their own themes and issues. 
Choosing the number of questions 
In choosing the number of questions to be addressed, Stewart and 
Shamdasani (1990) recommend that the amount of time available and the 
homogeneity of the group should be considered. They propose that more 
homogeneous groups will be able to cover a greater number of questions 
during the timeframe (p. 62). 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggest that fewer than 12 questions are 
normally sufficient for a focus group (p. 62). Krueger (1988) argues that fewer 
than 10 questions are needed, and often five or six are adequate (p. 59). 
Morgan ( 1988) says that questions should be ordered into a short list of 
topics, with pre,planned probes on each topic (p. 56). Krueger (1993) points 
out that the quality of the study will be affected if too many questions are 
asked (p. 76). 
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The number of questions will ultimately be determined by the depth of 
responses expected from participants. As good depth of responses and the 
discussion of specific examples were anticipated in this study, six lines of 
questioning were developed in the interview guide. 
Wording of the questions 
The wording of questions is another important consideration in focus group 
research. As the aim in this study was to uncover a diversity of opinion, allow 
participants to determine the direction of their responses, and encourage 
participants to tell their own stories, open~ended questions were used (Krueger, 
1988, p. 59; Morse, 1994, p. 229). Unstructured, open~ended questions will 
lead to discussion rather than yes/no answers, encouraging interaction in the 
group (Morgan, 1988, p. 56; Fontana & Frey, 1994, pp. 365-366). 
Pre-testing the interview guide 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) argue that there is no substitute for trying 
out the interview guide prior to use (p. 66). They suggest that, at a minimum, 
the questions should be tried out on a few individuals representative of the 
study group. For this study, the interview guide was discussed with the 
supervisor of the research project and one individual who works in the 
information design field. 
Recruiting the sample 
The focus group participants were recruited according to the sampling frame 
outlined on pages 81-82. A rationale for the number of groups conducted, 
the number of participants recruited for each group, the ways participants 
were invited, and the length of sessions is provided in this section. 
Number of groups 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggest that the number of groups for the 
study should be influenced by the number of participants in each group and 
by the overall aim of the research. There are no general rules regarding the 
number of groups (pp. 57-58). 
Page 85 
lnformaUon Design in Public RelaUons PracUce Chapter 3: Methodology 
The number of focus groups conducted should be influenced by the 
information being gathered from respondents. It makes sense to continue 
conducting groups until little new information is provided (Krueger, 1988, 
p. 97). Researchers suggest that conducting two or three groups will meet this 
aim in most cases (Krueger, 1988, p. 97; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 58). 
For this study, five focus groups were conducted: three with project managers, 
one with graphic designers, and one with writers. Three groups were 
conducted with project managers as they were the main focus of the study. 
The groups with graphic designers and writers were designed to contrast the 
project managers' groups, suggesting possible areas of divergent experiences or 
issues. After conducting the five focus groups, I reviewed the transcripts 
before deciding whether to continue with the study and conduct more focus 
groups. As the three groups with project managers revealed a series of clearly 
consistent themes, I decided that conducting three groups with project 
managers was sufficient for this study. 
Number of participants 
The number of participants recruited for each group was determined by the 
conventions discussed by researchers. Most researchers recommend that 
somewhere between 6 and 12 members are recruited for each group (Bellenger, 
Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 197 6, p. 11; Krueger, 1988, p. 18; Marshall and 
Rossman, 1995, p. 84; Morgan, 1988, p. 43; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, 
p. 57). Krueger (1988) argues that the current trend in focus groups is toward 
smaller groups with four to six participants, as these are easier to recruit, easier 
to host, and more comfortable for participants (p. 93 ). Stewart and 
Shamdasani (1990) suggest that more participants than needed should be 
recruited for each group, to allow for those who do not show up (p. 21). 
The key issue to consider in deciding how many participants to recruit is 
what size will make the group comfortable while generating enough detail in 
the responses. Smaller groups allow for greater detail on the topic, while 
larger groups allow for a broader range of responses (Krueger, 1988, p. 94; 
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Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, p. 137). The group should be small enough 
for participants to share experiences, but large enough for diversity (Krueger, 
1988, p. 27). 
For this study, the initial group of project managers had nine participants. 
However, this was clearly too many participants for the topic, as individuals 
seemed to have little opportunity to discuss issues in depth. Krueger (1988) 
points out that smaller groups are preferable when people have a great deal to 
share on the topic ( p. 94). For the remaining four groups, eight participants 
were recruited and actual size ranged from two to seven participants. In one 
group of project managers, several participants did not make it to the session. 
Following Krueger's (1988) advice, the group went ahead with only two 
participants (p. 87). 
Inviting participants 
Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) suggest that, when inviting people to join a 
focus group, potential participants should be given general information about 
the topic to stimulate their interest (p. 21) and offered alternative times if 
possible (p. 52). Participants should receive written confirmation of the focus 
group (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 54) and a telephone reminder the 
day before the group is held (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 55; Krueger, 
1988, p. 99). 
For this study, participants were initially recruited through a written 
invitation and follow~up telephone call. Project managers were invited from 
lists supplied by the Public Relations Institute of Australia and the 
Queensland Government Communicators' Group. Designers and writers were 
primarily recruited from recommendations of participants in the project 
managers' groups. Potential participants were offered a range of choices for 
times and locations. Those who agreed to be part of the study received 
written confirmation of the date, time, and location. All participants received 
a reminder telephone call the day before the focus group. 
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Length of the sessions 
For this study, each focus group session lasted for approximately one,and'a' 
half hours. This is the length recommended by several researchers, allowing 
time for the moderator to establish group rapport and probe for depth 
responses to issues (Bellenger, Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 1976, p. 11; 
Burgess, 1984, p. 120; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 10). 
Conducting the groups 
When conducting the focus groups, the moderator leads participants through 
the interview guide and seeks to facilitate discussion amongst the group 
members (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 21). Issues to consider when 
conducting focus groups include the level of moderator involvement, the 
location and timing of the sessions, the opening comments and questions 
used, and the method of recording the participants' responses. 
Level of moderator Involvement 
The level of moderator involvement in the focus group covers a continuum 
from directive to non,directive (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 30; Morgan, 1988, 
p. 48). Morgan (1988) suggests that the historical trend in focus groups has 
been toward the directive end of the continuum, where the moderator 
controls and sets topics to be discussed, as well as the dynamics of the 
conversation (p. 48). 
Morgan (1988) recommends that, in deciding the level of moderator 
involvement, researchers should consider their goals for the focus groups and 
make decisions about involvement in line with those goals (p. 49). Low 
levels of involvement are important goals for exploratory research (Morgan, 
1988, p. 49). Low involvement helps to create a permissive environment 
where participants feel free to raise issues. Low involvement also ensures that 
the issues discussed are those important to participants, not simply to the 
researcher (Bellenger, Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 1976, pp. 13-14; Marshall 
& Rossman, 1995, p. 84; Morgan, 1988, p. 49). 
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Moderator involvement was kept low and non~directive in this study for 
three reasons: 
• The research is exploratory and discovering the issues important to 
participants is the main goal of the study 
• As I was both the researcher and the group moderator, keeping 
involvement low helped to ensure that the participants' issues and not 
my issues were discussed 
• I know many of the participants through my public relations work, and 
it was important that my background and knowledge did not influence 
participants' responses. 
Location and timing of the sessions 
Focus groups can be conducted almost anywhere and at any time. The most 
important considerations for location and timing are making choices that are 
convenient for participants. The location needs to be easy to find, neutral, 
comfortable and non~threatening, and conducive to the discussion 
(Bellenger, Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 1976, p. 12; Krueger, 1988, p. 86; 
Krueger, 1993, p. 69; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, pp. 34, 47, 87). 
In keeping with Stewart and Shamdasani's ( 1990) recommendation, 
participants were offered a choice of locations and times when they were 
recruited (p. 52). Participants were offered options offocus groups conducted 
at the Queensland University of Technology's Gardens Point campus or at my 
home, either over lunch or in the early evening. Participants were offered 
free parking and a light meal during all groups. 
Offering participants these choices led to the following range of locations and 
times: 
Project managers group 1: university campus, lunchtime 
Project managers group 2: my home, early evening 
Project managers group 3: university campus, early evening 
Graphic designers: university campus, lunchtime 
Writers: university campus, lunchtime 
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Each group involved participants sitting around a large table, with the 
moderator sitting as part of the group (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, 
p. 139). This arrangement encourages eye contact, and many people feel 
more comfortable sitting around a table than in an open circle (Stewart & 
Shamdasani, 1990, p. 88). 
Another important issue is the timing of the various groups in relation to 
each other. Krueger (1993) recommends against piggybacking focus groups as 
the researcher can lose track of what happened in each group, and the 
process of analysis can become confused (p. 71). Spacing out the groups also 
allows for initial analysis to occur between each session (Krueger, 1988, 
p. 112). For this study, the focus groups were conducted in a three-week 
timeframe. The initial group with project managers was conducted one week 
before the second and third project managers' groups. This timing allowed for 
initial analysis and review of the interview guide. The groups with graphic 
designers and writers were conducted one week after the groups with project 
managers were completed. 
Opening comments and questions 
The opening comments and questions are designed to explain the purpose of 
the focus group, provide a background and context for the study, underscore 
the common characteristics of participants, and get everyone talking (Burgess, 
1984, p. 107; Krueger, 1988, pp. 64-65, 81; Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, 
p. 172; Morgan, 1988, p. 57; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 92). 
For this study, each focus group began with a general statement of the 
purpose of the study, and an explanation of the 'agenda' planned for the 
discussion (Morgan, 1988, p. 57). I explained to each group that there was no 
real requirement to stick to the themes on the 'agenda' (Burgess, 1984, 
p. 107), and that no particular answer was being sought to any question or 
theme (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990, p. 173). I explained that the main 
focus of the study was the issues and processes that participants face when 
developing promotional publications and the ways they describe their work. 
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Their situations and experiences were defined as particularly relevant to the 
study. Participants were encouraged to compare and contrast their experiences, 
giving their stories, not just their opinions (Morgan, 1988, p. 52). 
During the focus groups, I attempted to create openness, trust, and 
interaction at the beginning of each session by assuring participants of their 
anonymity and of the confidentiality of any cases they discussed (Krueger, 
1993, p. 69; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 92). Participants were 
encouraged to interact with each other rather than with me (Goldman, 1962, 
pp. 2-3 ). Participants were told that they would all be given a summary of 
the group's discussion, and would be given an opportunity to comment on the 
summary before it was used in the study's report (Janesick, 1994, p. 216; King, 
1994, p. 21; Morse, 1994, p. 230; Yin, 1984, p. 37). 
Each session then began with each participant introducing themselves and 
making a general statement about their work. This helped to break the ice 
and ensure that everyone had the opportunity to speak at the beginning of 
the session (Morgan, 1988, p. 58). 
Method of recording 
Each session was audio recorded for later transcription and analysis (Burgess, 
1984, p. 120; Krueger, 1988, p. 79). Permission to audio record the sessions 
was sought from participants at the beginning of each session. 
Analysis and interpretation of data 
Morgan (1988) identifies two basic approaches to the analysis of data from 
focus group research: qualitative or ethnographic summaries, and systematic 
coding through content analysis (p. 64 ). The principal difference between 
the two approaches, according to Morgan, is that ethnographic summaries 
rely more on direct quotation from the discussions, while content analysis 
produces numerical descriptions of the data. Morgan suggests the two 
approaches are not in conflict, and that data analysis is strengthened by 
combining the two ( p. 64). 
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Strauss and Corbin (1990) identify three approaches to qualitative data 
analysis: the first approach suggests that the data should not be analysed, and 
the researcher should allow informants to speak for themselves; the second 
approach suggests that the analysis should give accurate descriptions, with 
summaries and some direct quotes; and the third approach suggests that data 
should be interpreted and used to build theory, providing a theoretical 
description of the reality uncovered in the study (pp. 21-22). 
In this study, the second approach identified by Morgan ( 1988) was used to 
achieve Strauss and Corbin's (1990) preferred approach to data analysis-
interpreting the data to begin the process of building theory. 
In any approach to the analysis of focus groups, the primary data are 
transcripts of discussions, and there is no successful alternative to fully 
transcribing each session (King, 1994, p. 25; Morgan, 1988, p. 10). The group 
is the fundamental unit of analysis, and analysis should at least begin in a 
group-by-group progression (Morgan, 1988, p. 68). For this study, I fully 
transcribed each focus group prior to beginning formal analysis of the data. 
Analysis proceeded on a group-by-group basis before I began comparisons 
across groups. 
Data analysis followed an inductive approach, allowing major categories, 
themes, and patterns to emerge from the data (Janesick, 1994, p. 215; Patton, 
1990, p. 40). Categories and codes emerged from the data through progressive 
analysis. These categories and codes formed the basis of the emerging story 
(Creswell, 1994, p. 154). 
Strauss and Corbin (1990) identify three major types of coding for use in 
building grounded theory: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding 
(p. 58). 
• Open coding is the basic first analytical step, locating themes, and naming 
and categorising phenomena. During open coding, data are broken down 
into discrete parts, examined, compared, and questioned. The data are 
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then categorised in terms of their properties and dimensions (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, pp. 62-69). 
• Axial coding involves putting the data together in new ways, making 
connections between categories and developing main categories (Strauss 
& Corbin, 1990, p. 96). 
• Selective coding involves integrating and analysing the data at a more 
abstract level to form a theory grounded in the original data (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, pp.l16-117). 
Strauss and Corbin ( 1990) argue that, when the grounded theory procedure is 
being used for concept development, open coding and axial coding offer 
sufficient analysis for the study (p. 115). As this study aims only to provide 
the first stage in building theory - researching the processes that public 
relations practitioners use in developing promotional publications to provide 
a basis for further research - only the first two stages of Strauss and Corbin's 
procedures for analysis were used. The analysis provided by these two stages 
gives a good basis for developing further research. 
Limitations of focus groups 
All research methods have limitations, and focus groups are no exception. The 
following limitations of focus groups are particularly relevant to this study: 
• Focus groups are an unnatural social setting when compared to participant 
observation (Morgan, 1988, p. 20). This could encourage participants to 
reflect on issues in a different way from how they would in their natural 
work environment. To help reduce this limitation, participants were 
encouraged to share case studies and experiences rather than just their 
opinions (Morgan, 1988, p. 52). 
II The dynamics of the group may discourage the involvement of some 
participants and encourage the dominance of others. These issues of group 
dynamics need close attention during focus groups (Stewart & 
Shamdasani, 1990, pp. J3-46). In this study, I watched the group 
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dynamics closely and encouraged all participants to take part in the 
discussion. 
• The researcher has little control over the data generated by focus group 
discussions (Morgan, 1988, p. 21). The group interaction can lead to 
chaotic data that are difficult to analyse, particularly in groups with low 
moderator involvement (Krueger, 1988, p. 46; Marshall & Rossman, 1995, 
p. 85; Morgan, 1988, p. 50; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990, p. 17). 
However, this limitation of focus groups is also one of its key strengths for 
exploratory studies: focus groups allow the researcher to gather data based 
on participants' categories and understandings, rather than based on those 
imposed by the researcher. 
• The moderator may bias the results of the study by providing cues about 
the types of responses and answers that are desirable (Stewart & 
Shamdasani, 1990, p. 17). This can be a particular problem if the 
moderator comments on participants' responses, either verbally (for 
example, by saying 'good' or 'excellent') or nonverbally (by nodding or 
smiling at certain answers) (Krueger, 1993, p. 75). In this study, I was 
careful to respond to participants in an open, friendly manner, giving 
responses that did not imply either approval or agreement. 
• The purposive, convenience sampling in focus groups limits their 
generalisation to the larger population (Krueger, 1993, p. 72; Stewart & 
Shamdasani, 1990, p. 17). However, this is the case in all qualitative 
research. Qualitative studies aim to give detailed information based on the 
responses of small numbers of people. This study aims to produce 'rich', 
detailed, specific data that are generalisable to theoretical concepts, but 
will not be generalisable across a range of settings (Patton, 1990; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990; Yin, 1984). 
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Ethical issues 
Although this study does not explore a sensitive issue, some key ethical issues 
were considered in the research design: 
• Participants were assured of anonymity and of the confidentiality of the 
cases they discussed (King, 1994, p. 21; Krueger, 199 3, p. 69; Marshall 
& Rossman, 1995, p. 42) 
• Participants were told why the research was being conducted and what 
the study hoped to achieve (King, 1994, p. 21) 
• Participants were asked for permission to audio record the discussion at 
the beginning of each session (King, 1994, p. 21; Krueger, 1988, p. 79) 
• Participants were told that they would receive a summary of the 
discussion, and be given an opportunity to comment on the summary as 
part of the study's checking process (Janesick, 1994, p. 216; King, 1994, 
p. 21; Morse, 1994, p. 230; Yin, 1984, p. 37). 
Evaluating the design quality 
In evaluating qualitative research design, Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose 
that researchers consider four dimensions: credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 294-301; 
Marshall & Rossman, 1995, pp. 143-145). These dimensions are examined in 
this section to evaluate the quality of the research design. 
Credibility 
The dimension of credibility refers to whether the researcher can 
demonstrate that the study was conducted so that the subject was accurately 
identified and described (Marshall & Rossman, 199 5, p. 14 3). 
This dimension of credibility is one of the key strengths of qualitative inquiry 
where the research outcomes are grounded in data gathered from participants' 
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perspectives. The research outcomes are inductively derived from the 
phenomena they represent; the outcomes are discovered, developed, and 
provisionally verified through systematic data collection (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990, p. 23). This study closely followed this inductive approach to data 
collection and analysis, ensuring that the resulting categories and themes 
accurately reflect the reality described by participants. 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose a variety of techniques for maximising 
credibility, including prolonged engagement, persistent observation, 
triangulation, peer debriefing, and member checking (pp. 301-316). Lincoln 
and Guba argue that member checking, where participants are invited to 
respond to the data, analytic categories, interpretations, and conclusions, is 
the most crucial technique for establishing credibility ( p. 314). In this study, 
participants were invited to respond to thematic summaries of the focus group 
discussions. These summaries were distributed to all participants soon after 
the groups were conducted (Janesick, 1994, p. 216; King, 1994, p. 21; Morse, 
1994, p. 230; Yin, 1984, p. 37). 
Another technique used to improve the credibility of findings and 
interpretations is triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 305). Denzin 
(1978, in Lincoln & Guba, 1985) suggests that there are four different modes 
of triangulation: 'the use of multiple and different sources, methods, 
investigators, and theories' (p. 305). Lincoln and Guba suggest that the most 
common interpretation of triangulation is the use of multiple sources, 
meaning either multiple copies of one type of source (such as multiple 
interview respondents) or different sources of the same information (such as 
verifying interview responses through written information). Lincoln and 
Guba argue that triangulation achieved through using different sources, 
different methods, and sometimes multiple investigators is useful for 
establishing credibility in qualitative inquiry, but they challenge the notion 
that triangulation through the use of multiple theories is acceptable (p. 307). 
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In this study, triangulation was limited to using multiple sources of evidence; 
several focus groups were conducted and participants were encouraged to 
bounce ideas back and forward among the group to generate new ideas and 
allow participants to compare situations (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 24). 
Transferability 
The dimension of transferability refers to the need for researchers to 
demonstrate that the study's findings are applicable to other contexts, or 
generalisable to a broader population. According to Lincoln and Guba ( 1985, 
p. 316) and Marshall and Rossman (1995, p. 143), in qualitative research, the 
burden of transferability rests with the investigator who wants to make the 
transfer of findings across contexts, not with the original researcher. Lincoln 
and Guba argue that the research should provide the 'data base that makes 
transferability judgments possible on the part of potential appliers' (p. 316). 
The purpose of the grounded theory approach to data analysis is to specify 
the conditions that give rise to specific action. The outcomes generated by 
the grounded theory approach are generalisable to those specific situations 
only (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 251 ). The findings of this study are 
generalisable to theoretical propositions, not to broader populations (Yin, 
1984, p. 21). 
Dependability and confirmability 
The dimension of dependability refers to whether the research accounts for 
changing conditions and changes in the research design, and the dimension 
of confirmability refers to whether the data confirm the general findings and 
lead to the implications outlined in the study (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, 
p. 145). Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that one method is suitable for 
demonstrating both dependability and credibility: the 'inquiry audit' 
(pp. 318-319). Keeping an audit trail involves keeping careful records of the 
study's progress, including the raw data, analysis, notes relating to the 
analysis, and information about the development of the study's research 
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instruments. In this study, dependability and credibility were maximised by 
keeping careful records as the study progressed. 
Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined the methodology used to collect data for this study 
and provided a rationale for the approaches used. In this chapter, I have 
argued that a qualitative approach to the research is most suitable for this 
study. I have also argued that this study suits a case study strategy, with focus 
groups being conducted as an appropriate method of data collection. In 
addition to providing a rationale for the research approach, I have outlined 
the research procedure followed during this study and have considered both 




from the data 
Introduction 
This chapter explores the dominant themes emerging from the five focus 
groups conducted for this study. In this chapter, I present the themes as they 
were described by participants, providing summaries of the participants' 
discussions grouped thematically, and including direct quotes from 
participants to illustrate and expand the summary of each theme. This 
chapter does not contain any interpretation or analysis of the themes raised 
by participants; my interpretations, analysis, and links to previous research 
are discussed in Chapter 5. 
As outlined in the previous chapter, the main determinant of the sampling 
frame for the focus groups conducted in this study was the individual's role in 
the publication production process. The sampling frame was divided into 
three groups along these lines: project managers, designers, and writers. This 
chapter presents the themes emerging from the study according to the 
dimensions of the sampling frame. The three groups conducted with project 
managers are presented as one discussion, while the groups conducted with 
designers and writers are dealt with separately. 
This chapter is divided into four sections: 
• Themes emerging from the groups with project managers 
• Themes emerging from the group with graphic designers 
• Themes emerging from the group with writers 
• Conclusion. 
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Themes emerging from the groups with 
project managers 
Introduction 
This section presents the themes emerging from the three focus groups 
conducted with project managers as part of this study. As outlined in Chapter 
3, the sampling frame for the groups of project managers was: 
Public relations practitioners whose work involves managing the 
process of producing promotional publications for clients. These 
practitioners are based in Brisbane, and work either in a public relations 
consultancy or a state government department. The project managers 
were sourced through the Public Relations Institute of Australia and 
the Queensland Government Communicators' Group. 
The participants in the focus groups with project managers included: 
Group 1: 9 participants 
• 3 participants from public relations consultancies with no in~house 
design facilities 
• 6 participants from government departments, all with in~house 
design facilities (for 3 participants the designers worked in the same 
section of their department, for 3 participants the designers were in a 
separate section of the department). 
Group 2: 6 participants 
• 3 participants from public relations consultancies, 1 with in~house 
design facilities 
• 3 participants from government departments, all with in~house 
design facilities in the same section of the department. 
Group 3: 2 participants 
(8 participants had been recruited but 6 dropped out at the last minute) 
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• 1 participant from a public relations consultancy with no in~house 
design facilities 
• 1 participant from a government department with in~house design 
and printing facilities. 
All project managers involved in this study received a summary of the 
discussion approximately three weeks after the focus groups were held. Project 
managers were invited to contact me if they wanted to discuss any points 
included in the summary, or if they felt that any material included in the 
summary was not an accurate record of the discussion. A copy of the 
summary distributed to project managers is included in Appendix 2. 
The process of publication production 
Most project managers were not able to describe a recognisable or 'normal' 
process used to develop promotional publications. They suggested that the 
actual process varies depending on the project's requirements, the time and 
budget available for the work, and how clearly defined the project is when it 
reaches them. 
One public relations consultant said that her office tended to use a structured 
approach to most projects. The consultancy has defined a staged development 
approach for developing certain types of publications, which is used to guide 
both clients and consultants. The staged approach is discussed with clients at 
the beginning of each project to help set the project's parameters. For 
example, the consultancy's annual report structure works in four phases, with 
four steps in each phase. At the end of each phase, there is a client meeting. 
There's a process involved that we actually 'Write the times when we're working 
~vith clients. We ... give them a sheet that says it will take this and then this ... 
It's just stunning ... you give it to the client and the client knows what is 
happening in each step. 
The consultancy using this staged approach was the only public relations 
consultancy involved in this study with an in~house graphic design team, and 
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this consultant was the only person in the groups of project managers to 
describe a recognised process for developing publications. 
While project managers could not identify and describe a typical publication 
production process, project managers in all three groups identified two major 
approaches to the development of publications: a production line approach 
and a team approach. 
• With the production line approach, the project manager coordinates the 
project and coordinates the involvement of each person. The project is 
divided into various stages, and the various functions- such as concept, 
text, design, and printing - are separated. Each stage is signed off by the 
client before the next stage commences. Using this approach, the various 
people involved in the job will rarely meet to discuss the project. 
• With the team approach, everyone involved in the project participates 
from the start, working together to develop the publication. This means 
that project managers, writers, designers, illustrators, and possibly even 
printers will be involved in the project from the beginning and will 
contribute to the project's development. Various parts of the project may 
develop simultaneously, and the people involved will work together 
towards the creative outcome. 
Project managers expressed a preference for the team approach, but agreed 
that the production line was by far the most common approach in their work. 
The production line approach is common because: 
• Text and design functions are often separated in organisational 
structures 
• For public relations consultancies, using external designers tends to 
create a separation of tasks 
• Designers prefer to receive final text and seem reluctant to begin 
working on a project before the text is finalised 
• Production lines tend to work more quickly and cheaply than creative 
teams; from the organisation's perspective, production lines may be seen 
as more efficient. 
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Project managers said that the production line approach often makes 
publication production easier and seemingly more efficient, but that it tends 
to stifle creativity and is not appropriate for large or unusual projects. 
Whenever possible, project managers prefer to develop a team approach for 
the project. 
I've come to a government public relations design area where . . . they break the 
functions up. I've never got used to that. I don't believe you can break the two 
functions [writing and design] and the bureaucracies, of course, want to do that. 
I think for efficient management of business it's probably a logical break ... I 
know that is the process and the system people use, and it's not quite that hard 
and fast. But I would love a culture that says let's work that out [together]. 
It's actually an easier process if you sign off and then just come in and say 'I've 
got these ideas' and let people design them. 
Project managers felt that the approach taken to developing publications is 
often determined by the type of job and the outcomes required. With routine 
'bread and butter' work, which tends to involve high volumes and tight 
timelines, a production line approach is extremely common. With more 
involved or creative projects- such as an awareness campaign involving 
many elements, or an organisation's annual report- a team approach is more 
likely to happen. One group equated the production line approach to 
publications with a 'sausage machine'. 
It's the routine stuff ... it's the sheer volume that we have to work through. 
I do agree about having the designer as part of the team. There is an internal 
designer in the department I'm in. And because she's flat out- she's given task, 
task, task - she is never part of the team and expects me to come up with the 
ideas. 
I've come from the sausage machine ... it just didn't work. It just didn't work 
efficiently. I find that when people take responsibility for their jobs they really put 
a lot into it, and this is specifically the designers. 
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One characteristic of the production line approach is the separation of 
functions. The project manager will liaise with the people involved in the 
writing, graphic design, illustration, photography, and printing. Depending on 
the approach used by the project manager, the various individuals involved in 
the project may never meet. Many project managers felt that this approach is 
not ideal, but others felt that having one person in charge is the best way to 
achieve the project's objectives. 
I think the <way to solve that is having project managers so you've got a person 
who is in control ... they're the one person putting it together. 
I try to avoid it. I try to keep the designers working as part of a team ... 
Can I just say I find that it's a mistake to separate them [<tvriters and designers] 
out. I just think they've [designers] got to be part of the process and be in there. 
Separating them and saying that's a publishing service and that's communication 
-it seems ridiculous. 
Some project managers aligned the differences between the team approach 
and the production line approach as capturing the different ways that 
advertising and public relations consultants approach publications. In two of 
the three groups conducted with project managers, participants suggested that 
the traditional advertising approach is to use creative teams, where the 
copywriter and artist work together as a matter of course, while the 
traditional public relations approach tends more towards the production line. 
One of the things with advertising agencies is that the copytvriter works hand in 
glove with the designer ... I think the traditional PR approach is that you write 
the copy and fit the design around it, whereas probably the advertising approach 
is the opposite ... I sort of try to reach a half way compromise. 
One implication of the production line approach to publications, with its 
separation of functions, is that project managers become responsible for 
making concept decisions about the project. Project managers invariably 
agreed that text is written before the design commences on a project. In 
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many cases, the text will be written before the designer even knows that the 
job exists. In writing text, project managers and/or writers need to make 
concept decisions about the size and shape of the publication. Within the 
production line approach, this work will be done by the project manager. 
Project managers' roles in developing promotional 
publications for clients 
Project managers felt that their key role in developing promotional 
publications is to manage the process and ensure that the end product meets 
the client's needs. For most project managers, the strategic thinking that goes 
behind the development of materials is a more important part of their job 
than the actual production. 
Project managers often need to work with their clients to explore the purpose 
behind a publication. Project managers find that most clients have not fully 
developed the strategic thinking that goes behind a publication, including its 
objectives and target audiences, before approaching the project manager to 
discuss production. In these cases, the project manager's role is to conduct a 
needs analysis with clients and give strategic communication advice. Project 
managers suggested that projects should be driven by the communication 
objective, not by what product the client initially has in mind. 
The real key to any project management as I see it is in the communication 
vehicle .... They come to you and they've never thought about 'what are we 
trying to say', 'who are we trying to say it for', 'what's the way of getting this 
message across' .... For me, the two hardest things I've found are trying to get 
them to think in terms of their communicating - so who is the target audience 
and how do we get there. 
There are so many people around with preconceived ideas of what they want, as 
opposed to what they really need. 
We spend a lot of time pinning do,wn 1vhat our client wants. 
I think it comes do,wn to identifying what the primary objective of the brochure is. 
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I guess what I say is that the communication is the key to it- who you're 
sending it to and for what reason and what messages. 
Educating clients 
An important role for project managers is educating clients and managing 
their expectations. Clients often don't understand the process of developing 
publications, and believe that the editing, design, and printing will be 
completed quickly and with little involvement from the client. Ensuring that 
clients understand the project is an important part of the project 
management role. 
So many people have no idea what the processes are once they hand over their 
bits and pieces ... we've recently got three volumes several inches thick and 
they've been working on it for 16 months. They thought it would go through the 
editing process, and the design and production process, in a few days. 
We basically educate ... a lot of them have no knowledge at all of this area, 
whatsoever. 
You've got to educate them on their expectations of what they can do in the time, 
to their budget. 
Managing their expectations or massaging their expectations is most important 
right from the start before you get to the designer -before you get the design 
<tvrong. 
The objective of the document was clear at the beginning - we knew ·what we 
were being evaluated against. Sometimes I find that that's a real issue -you 
don't know where the goal post is. 
Ensuring the briefing is thorough 
Project managers continually returned to the briefing as one of the key issues 
in client work. Across all three groups with project managers, briefing was 
the theme most constantly discussed. The quality of the briefing was seen as a 
major contributor to the project's success, both in terms of outcome and in 
terms of ensuring the project progressed smoothly. 
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Project managers suggested that briefing is a process that people need to 
learn. Few people know how to brief well, and one of the roles of a project 
manager is to ask enough questions to elicit a good brief for the job. 
Thorough briefings save time and money. They also define the objectives of 
the project, or the 'goal posts' by which the project will be measured. For 
some project managers, a good briefing provides them with the basis for 
judging their success. 
Project managers divided briefings into two areas: briefings received from 
clients, and briefings provided to designers and other consultants. 
Briefings from clients allow project managers to build a complete picture of 
the project. Project managers noted that clients invariably brief quite poorly, 
and that ensuring the brief for the project is adequate is the project manager's 
responsibility. 
Project managers felt that the quality of brief supplied to the designer 
determines the quality of product returned. A good briefing provides the 
criteria for judging the design, and allows personal taste to be removed from 
the equation. Some project managers brief designers by providing a 
description of the project and using emotive words to describe the feeling the 
design should capture. Other project managers brief designers by providing a 
thumbnail sketch and clear details of what images they are looking for. 
Project managers said that it is important for them to directly brief the person 
who will be doing the design. Briefing account handlers and having them 
pass the project on to the designer leads to misinterpretations of the project. 
Briefings with designers are best conducted face~to,face. 
You can instil in them [designers] the understanding of what this entire thing is 
about ... that's where we spend most of our time. We always try to make sure 
that they come to our office. We don't brief anybody over the phone. So that we 
can try and instil in them - we have the knowledge of the client, the culture, 
what they're on about. 
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Like everything else in the communication field, particularly putting publications 
together, it's knowing the right questions to ask. 
One government practitioner identified a difference between government 
briefings and private sector briefings. He felt that government departments 
brief well when they are planning to outsource a project. However, the 
briefings he discussed are developed by a government communication person, 
that is, the person who would work as the project manager if the project was 
not outsourced, not by the originator of the project. 
When we outsource we brief extremely well ... we spend a lot of time pinning 
down what our client wants, and getting it approved, so that by the time we go 
out someone can just look at it and say 'yes, it's going to cost this' .... And I 
think we do that fairly well. 
Government does that measurably better than the private sector. Most private 
sector briefings are verbal and you rarely get anything on paper. 
Being a conduit to the client 
Project managers see themselves as a conduit to the client from the various 
people involved in producing the publication. This means that project 
managers will act as a middle~person in the project- taking a client's brief 
and interpreting it for other consultants, and taking the creative work of 
other consultants and presenting it to the client. 
I vet things before they go out to the client. I say- 'that's not going to work', or 
'they'll hate this'. They [designers] hate it sometimes. 
We always check the designs in the first place. So the client won't see it until 
we're happy. So if the designer comes back ... and nothing is appropriate ... 
we'll just say 'look it's not good enough; go back and do it again and we'll re~ 
brief you'. 
In their conduit role, project managers find that they need other consultants, 
particularly graphic designers, to explain why they interpreted the project in 
a particular way. Then project managers feel much more confident about 
explaining the interpretation to the client. 
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Often times when they do explain you can go back to the client and explain it 
and they'll accept it. Once you've got inside the mind of the graphic designer and 
they can explain why they've done something and why it will work, you can 
impart that to the client and you'll get a better empathy with what's being 
presented. 
The more information that they [designers] give you, the easier it is to sell back 
to the client. Because you're basically the conduit. Many times I act as the 
project manager and I don't have anything to do with tvriting the text. I don't 
have anything to do with the people who are doing the design or getting the 
quotes or anything; I just become this conduit from the client to all of the 
suppliers and the reason the client has chosen you is because they trust you. 
Writing the text 
Many project managers will write or edit the publication's text in addition to 
managing the project. In a public relations Consultancy environment, project 
managers said that they generally do all of the writing. Government 
practitioners said that they often receive draft text that requires editing. 
Clients may need to be 'gently persuaded' that their text requires editing. 
We see that [writing] as our most core role. Well that, and the project managing 
of the outcome. But to my mind, the best public relations people I know are 
great 1.vriters. 
I have troubles trying to convince people [that text needs editing]. They come to 
you, mostly, 1.vith a finished 1.vritten document. It's trying to convince them that 
it's got to be rewritten- you know, this just doesn't work. 
Communication people are often doing the writing but will outsource the design 
concept .... Mostly we do the tvriting. 
Managing all aspects of the project 
Project managers said that their job involves managing all aspects of the 
project and ensuring that the finished product meets clients' needs. Project 
managers will guide the design and layout of the job, oveHiding the ideas of 
designers if necessary and ensuring that the end product delivers what they 
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believe the client wants. In many cases, the project manager will develop the 
initial design concept and pass this on to the designer. 
I'm responsible for the overall look of the thing. I give as good a guidance as I 
possibly can to the person doing the design. 
I go through a fairly extensive process of telling them [designers] exactly what I 
want. 
You have to be able to say sensitively to the designer, 'this doesn't work' ... 
I'm working with the client and I know what the client prefers and I kno'W the 
type of design the client prefers ... and a creative designer will say 'oh this is what 
they need'. It may well be in that person's eyes that would look great and it may 
be the creative element is really fabulous, but if you know that it's just not going 
to work for that client or it's never going to get through the client's approval ... 
For some project managers, managing the project includes managing the film 
and print work. Other project managers prefer to leave the print liaison in 
the hands of graphic designers. 
Working with designers 
Project managers spoke extensively about working with graphic designers. 
Many project managers described their relationship with designers as a 
supplier~client relationship. 
In most cases, public relations consultants work with external design agencies 
while people in government departments tend to work with both in~house 
designers and external agencies. In this study, only one public relations 
consultant worked with an in~house design team, and consultants involved in 
this study knew of no other consultancy in Brisbane operating this way. In 
contrast, all the government practitioners had access to in~house design 
teams (though, in some cases, the designers worked in a separate section of 
the department). 
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Project managers identified both advantages and disadvantages in outsourcing 
graphic design. One advantage is that project managers can choose the most 
appropriate designer for each job. However, using external designers tends to 
slow the process down, particularly when making final changes to artwork. 
On the other hand, one project manager who works with an in~house design 
team suggested that having in~house designers can be difficult because the 
usual client~supplier respect is missing. 
Project managers identified a number of common problems with designers: 
• Designers don't check their work 
• Designers don't read text 
• Designers are more interested in how something looks than whether it 
communicates 
• Designers tend to 'over design' and look for a whiz~bang design solution 
• Designers won't usually begin work on a project until the text is 
finalised. 
Project managers felt that one of their jobs is to control the work of 
designers, ensuring that the end product meets the client's communication 
needs. If necessary, they will oveHide designers' decisions to achieve this. 
Project managers stressed that building relationships with designers is 
important. Designers and project managers need to work together to create 
solutions for the client. 
Graphic designers, by their nature, they're not readers of material ... 
It just becomes this blob of stuff they design. 
My experience is that you really need to sit down with a designer and say 'this is 
what I'm thinking about'. 
It's a case of working with, not against, designers. And working with the clients 
as <tv ell to make sure that their expectations are realistic. 
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We actually do make quite a few suggestions as to layout because everybody's got 
their different structure on how it should look and sometimes theirs just aren't 
quite haw you want them to be. 
How text and design work together 
In each focus group, I asked participants how text and design work together 
in their publications, and whether one tends to dominate. 
Project managers felt that publications are most effective when text and 
design are developed simultaneously. Simultaneous development means that 
an initial design concept is developed to meet the client's objectives, and that 
text is then written to fit the design concept. While project managers felt 
that they often work this way, having the graphic designer involved in the 
concept stage would be unusual. The initial concept would usually be agreed 
between the client and project manager. However, project managers agreed 
that it is most effective if graphic designers are involved at the concept 
development stage. 
You've got two ways of doing it. You can do it the way most designers do it-
they want the signed off copy and then they'll squeeze it in to fit the design. Or 
you can do it the sort of magazine ~vay, where someone ~vrites the copy and you 
know what's coming. You draw up the design together and you move the two 
along, and then you cut the text to fit. I think you get a better fit because your 
design is ultimately taking pre~eminence over your copy. Copy is usually 
strengthened by being tightened. 
I probably try to do it simultaneously to a degree. You've normally got a draft of 
the text ... enough text . . . to do a concept design. 
Project managers noted that text is generally developed first, and that the 
text will usually be signed off by the client before being passed to the graphic 
designer. 
In my projects it's always text. Text has final approval and then you go to the 
designer. 
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We always get the text signed off first and then the client agrees on the actual 
design layout. 
In a project we're working on at the moment, we're getting the design concept 
right at the same time as finalising the text so that people see a document that 
looks terribly boring but they can understand that it is going to be in that 
concept. I think that helps. But the problem is it depends on what stage it's at, 
1.vhether you start with the text and design later, or the time that you've got. 
Project managers felt that it is impossible to separate the functions of text 
and design; in successful publications the two work together to communicate 
the client's objectives. Design is the vehicle that encourages people to pick 
up the finished document and read it. 
Project managers said they often find that clients read text differently once it 
has been designed, and that clients will often want to make changes to 
approved text once design work commences. Design concepts help make text 
more understandable, and provide a focus to particular aspects of the text. 
This is particularly the case with headings. 
Once things are laid out and designed, they do read differently. Clients do want 
to make changes. 
I think it's a combination between the two. Text is boring but if you've got a 
good design with it people go 'wow, I'm going to read that'. 
I think the visual impact of design is the thing that gets people to grab it, [Jick it 
up, read it. 
It's about making them work together, not one or the other. You can take a really 
boring document and make it look attractive and, therefore, more effective 
because people are actually looking at it. 
Although the functions of text and design can't be separated, project 
managers suggested that in some projects the text is dominant and in other 
projects the design is dominant. This ultimately depends on the purpose of 
the publication. In one group, project managers distinguished between 
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'awareness' documents, where image and design is the dominant function, 
and 'information' documents, where text has the dominant role. 
It depends on what the project is and going back to the client and saying 'exactly 
who is this going to and why', and seeing if you can marry changes in with the 
document, looking for a compromise between text and design. 
One of the difficulties for me has been that balance between information and 
attractiveness, because I've discovered it's a very fine line. Something can look as 
fabulous as you want, but if it doesn't tell the client's market what you're trying 
to get across then you've failed. 
Measuring success 
The project managers reflected only briefly on how they measure success, 
saying that they tend to look at whether the project meets the original client 
brief. One public relations consultant said that a good brief sets the goal posts 
for a project, allowing the consultants to know whether they are successful. 
I'd say we look at the brief, look at what they wanted, and look at what is out in 
the market as well. How we compare with other products that have been 
produced .... And whether timelines have been met and budgets have been met. 
And they [clients] will be forthcoming as to whether they think it's a success. 
One project manager said that she had been involved in reader testing when 
developing packaging and promotional materials directed to children. The 
testing had included checking that the material was appealing to both 
children and adults. 
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Themes emerging from the group with 
graphic designers 
Introduction 
This section presents the themes emerging from the focus group conducted 
with graphic designers. As outlined in Chapter 3, the sampling frame for the 
group of designers was: 
Graphic designers who work with public relations practitioners in 
producing promotional publications for clients. These designers are 
based in Brisbane, and work either for a design consultancy, or for a 
state government department. The designers were sourced through the 
project managers involved in this study. 
The participants in the focus group with graphic designers included: 
7 participants 
• 3 participants from graphic design consultancies, with no in-house 
writers or editors 
• 4 participants from state government departments, all working in a 
section with writers, editors, and project managers. 
All graphic designers involved in this study received a summary of the 
discussion approximately three weeks after the focus group was held. 
Designers were invited to contact me if they wanted to discuss any points 
included in the summary, or if they felt that any material included in the 
summary was not an accurate record of the discussion. A copy of the 
summary distributed to designers is included in Appendix 3. 
The process of publication production 
Like project managers, graphic designers did not describe a 'typical' process 
for producing publications. However, they did identify two distinct ways of 
approaching publication projects: working directly with the client or working 
through an account handler. Designers suggested that the two approaches 
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result from their organisation's structure. The designer's level of access to 
clients will have a big impact on their work. 
In some organisations, particularly large design agencies and organisations 
where designers are part of a group with a project manager/public relations 
person (for example, government departments), the designer may not have 
direct access to clients. The account handler/project manager will take all 
project briefs, passing information on to graphic designers, and will act as a 
filter to the client for all work being completed. The graphic designers 
involved in this study all felt that working through an intermediary creates 
some very real problems for designers: 
• Receiving second hand information means that misinterpreting the 
brief is easy 
• Not meeting the client directly means that designers miss vital clues 
about an appropriate design 
• Reacting to written statements for a briefing is very difficult; graphic 
designers need face#to#face contact with the client 
• Account handlers often don't ask detailed or appropriate questions in a 
briefing 
• Account handlers are likely to simply accept the format requested by 
the client, without considering the project's purpose and whether the 
suggested format is most useful. 
Our boss is from a journalistic background ... he takes the briefing and talks to 
the client. He doesn't ask the questions we need to know. 
The writers 'Will take the brief and will write it and then pass it on to design. We 
get told it's a two colour, in these PMS, and we get no other information than 
that. 
The basic process would be that I would get the brief from someone [studio 
manager] but then I'd have immediate access to the person who is apJn-oving the 
job. So there is a bit of room for error in that I still get second hand information 
in the brief, but at least I then have access to the person. 
Page I /6 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 4: Themes emerging {(om the data 
An immediate discussion [with the client] before you even get started is a good 
process to go through ... make sure you're going in the right direction and that 
what you produce in the end isn't someone else's interpretation of the job, ·which 
is a big problem for me. 
If there is an intermediary I would insist that I still get to talk to that person who 
the intermediary can speak to as well as the other client. As you say, horror 
stories of being through the intermediary ... 
I find that at the initial meeting we can pose questions or say, 'Have you thought 
about it like this? Maybe it shouldn't be an eight page booklet, maybe it should be 
a concertina fold.' I think an account handler ... won't have those questions to 
ask because they'll just take the information.' 
Graphic designers suggested that an important influence on their work is the 
stage at which they become involved in a project. Like project managers, 
graphic designers suggested that a team approach to publication projects, 
where the project manager, writer, designer, and illustrator or photographer 
work together from the beginning, is the most ideal scenario. However, they 
suggested that this rarely happens. 
Designers said that they prefer to work as part of a publication team 
whenever possible because: 
• The team approach means that designers are involved at the start of the 
project, being able to contribute to concept development 
• Teams produce a more creative outcome to projects because text and 
design can develop simultaneously. 
I like it to be as if we are working together towards something, not a 'them and 
) 
us. 
It's best if we're involved as part of the process right from the start. To produce 
the best quality information product, whatever it be, you certainly need to be 
involved right from the start - a team looking at the project. 
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Through differences in structure in advertising agencies, for example, you have a 
creative director and ... the team comes up with the central idea on a particular 
project. That's a good way to work because you're all thinking about the same 
thing once you've got that central idea, so that the visual content and the copy all 
work together. Trouble is in our area, I guess, it's very much a 'them and us' 
attitude- we'll write the text, never you mind about what it says. 
If you try and make suggestions [about the copy], they treat you like you're 
treading on someone else's territory. 
Designers' roles in developing promotional publications 
for clients 
Graphic designers said that their role in projects is rarely structured, and that 
different projects could demand different types of work. They felt that 
establishing agreed roles and parameters for the project is important, and that 
this should happen as early as possible. 
Designers said that their role usually includes managing the printing stage, 
but that this is not always the case. In some situations, the client will take on 
the print management, taking responsibility for getting printing quotes, 
liaising with printers, and ensuring the final quality of the document. 
Designers said that not being involved in the print management is extremely 
frustrating; they are unable to ensure the quality of the job and clients may 
decide to make an inappropriate change at the last minute. 
I think it's certainly critical to the outcome [to be involved in the print 
management]. I find it very frustrating actually, for that to be taken away from 
me. That then basically means that I don't know what's going on with the job 
any more - that's been taken out of my hands. 
Ensuring the briefing is thorough 
Like project managers, graphic designers placed heavy emphasis on the 
quality of the briefing they receive. Through the briefing process, designers 
can learn about the specific project and about what design style might be 
appropriate for the client. Designers said that the briefing process is rarely 
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structured. For designers, meeting face~to~face with the client, and keeping 
them talking to gain an understanding of what design elements might work, 
is a critical part of a good briefing. 
I've never had a briefing sheet. I usually have a piece of paper ... that I use with 
face~to~face communication. I think that's very strongly needed in the way that I 
work ... you get a lot of the feeling of what the person is requiring. 
It's all about asking questions with clients because they're not going to come with 
a fully prepared brief. 
And you really do need to get that face~to~face, that feeling from the client of 
tvhat they're looking for. Their personality, their office ... 
Often you just want to keep them talking. It's not even specific questions you 
need to ask each time ... 
Moving beyond the client's ideas 
Graphic designers said that they often face a challenge in moving beyond the 
client's ideas in the early stages of a publication project. In many cases, 
clients will present a rough mock-up to the designer as part of the brief. 
Finding ways to incorporate the client's ideas, while still providing a creative 
solution to the design problem, can be a major challenge. 
These people have usually been working on this job for longer than you. When 
they first come to you they will have their own ideas about the job - that's 
inevitable. So they are going to make those suggestions to you and I think the 
role that you then have to take is you either have to nullify those suggestions, if 
they're obviously not going to tvork at all, or incorporate them in some way. 
They tell you what they want and it might be totally different but you can go, 
'I've taken that and I've put it here' -it could be a curve to a line or something, 
but as long as they think that a little something has gone in from theirs, they're 
pretty right. 
Linked to the challenge of moving beyond the client's ideas is the choice that 
designers can make about the extent of their involvement in a project. 
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Designers suggested that they can work either as creative graphic designers or 
as layout technicians. While they prefer to give creative input to the project, 
they may choose to function as technicians if the client/project manager 
insists on an approach that the designer feels does not work. 
When I have that [clients insisting on a particular design approach that the 
designer doesn't agree with] I find that I'll be just a total technician and I ~uill do 
just exactly what they tell me -no suggestion, no creativity -and then it doesn't 
hurt my soul. 
I think that's a big difference between a designer and a layout artist: the designer 
understands the process and makes recommendations. 
Designers said that a common problem for them is that writers or project 
managers will not let go of the design, and will see the designers as 
technicians without an active role in guiding the project's development. One 
designer working in government said that she had rarely had a situation 
where her clients didn't seem to see her that way. 
Following up the initial briefing with a concept presentation is an important 
aspect of developing the client's ideas into a creative design solution and 
ensuring that the designer has an input into the design development. Again, 
designers agreed that face~to~face presentation of the ideas is important, and 
that the presentation is best made directly to the client, not only to the 
project manager. A great source of frustration for one graphic designer was 
that, due to her organisation's structure, she usually had to present her 
concepts to clients through their in~trays. 
Concept presentation is usually where we will take their ideas on board ... and 
do a layout incorporating some of their ideas, and then we'll change it and say, 
'well, this is what we could do for you' ... suddenly they'll change course. 
Another issue ... is the importance of having a presentation to the client. It 
really identifies issues. You get the opportunity to come up with an idea and 
present it, and you can explain exactly how and why you have chosen to do 
things in a certain 'tuay. 
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Educating clients 
Graphic designers said that many of their clients need to be educated in the 
design and production process. For designers, client education falls into two 
categories: helping clients to understand the design and printing process, and 
helping clients to understand how to supply text to a graphic designer. 
Designers said that clients often don't understand why design work takes so 
much time, and clients may act as though they could find a short cut in the 
process that the designer hasn't thought of before. Clients with a small 
amount of design knowledge can be particularly frustrating as they think they 
can do the work themselves. 
The people who are in the PR industry ... they often think they could do it 
themselves, and they do courses. I think they often do have a bit of experience 
and so they get this idea that they could do it. But you know, I did short story 
writing, does that mean I'm going to tvrite the text? 
There are a lot of people in PR that want to do their own. 
Designers said that most of their clients don't understand how to supply text 
to a designer and that encouraging them to supply simple text with no layout 
or design element is difficult and frustrating. 
It's when they try to give you text for a brochure in Word and it's in three 
columns and they draw in the folds and everything. It makes me want to scream. 
I guess they think they're helping in some way! 
It gives them a bit more control. 
You try to educate them but the problem is ... I don't kno'w how many times I've 
rung people up and said 'you haven't saved this as a text document. I need it 
saved as a text document because if you just save it as a normal document 
you're going to get all this peripheral rubbish and I'm going to have to go through 
the file and check it hasn't garbled in any way.' If it's saved as text it will just 
come through clean. 
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Designers suggested that many of the client education issues they raised could 
be related to the impact of computer technology. Designers suggested that 
word processing technology could encourage writers to think that they are 
contributing to the design by setting up their text in a certain way. And 
seeing the design appear on the computer screen hides the stages involved in 
finishing artwork and printing. 
With writers we find that, because people are working on the same equipment, 
they think that, because they're ... keying the stuff in, they are doing the [design] 
job. And there's this real blurring that has tended to happen ... 
I think we make the distinction; luckily most of our organisation is on IBM and 
we're on Mac so they know- as soon as it crosses over into Mac territory, that's 
when the design starts. 
In-house vs consultancy 
One distinction made by graphic designers was whether the designer worked 
in~house or in a consultancy. The in~house designers felt that they had some 
disadvantages as their clients had often not thought through the project 
particularly well. They felt that consultant designers were more likely to be 
taken seriously by their clients. 
Working with project managers 
The group of graphic designers had clearly formed opinions about working 
with project managers, particularly when the project manager was a public 
relations consultant. They said that working with public relations consultants 
brought both advantages and disadvantages to their work. 
On the positive side, they said that public relations consultants understand 
the production process and, therefore, understand the time and costs 
involved. Public relations consultants also understand how to provide and 
mark up their text. 
On the negative side, graphic designers said that public relations consultants 
often lack respect for graphic designers' work, thinking that they could do the 
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work themselves. In addition, public relations consultants often stand 
between the designer and the client, confining the project on the client's 
behalf and limiting the designer's boundaries. Designers find it particularly 
frustrating when consultants refuse to pass their ideas on to clients and don't 
give them direct access to the ultimate client. 
We find that all the time [that consultants confine the project]. They're designing 
for the client without posing questions to the client. 
We find that we are restricted all the time ... the consultants will limit your 
boundaries and not ... give your ideas on [to the client]. 
That's probably the way they structure the [public relations] education; the 
courses that they've done ... people who have done PR will [think they can do 
their otvn design]. 
An additional problem when working with public relations consultants is 
that consultants can stand in the middle of the project, briefing all of the 
separate professionals involved but keeping them apart. One graphic designer 
discussed many situations when public relations consultants had separately 
briefed the designer and photographer, keeping them separate throughout the 
project; the designer said that the usual result is that the photographs do not 
fit the approved design concept and are difficult to use. 
We find with PR consultants who are project managing ... we find it a very 
difficult situation in many cases because, on certain projects which have fantastic 
possibilities and opportunities, the PR consultant who is managing the project will 
brief the photographer to shoot the photographs without talking to the designer 
about what the shots we think willtvork are . ... They think they'll keep everyone 
separate and they will stand in the middle and control everyone, but I don't think 
you get the best job out of it at all. 
How text and design work together 
Graphic designers noted that an important aspect of their job is to ensure 
that text and design work together. They said that the client's 
communication purpose should guide their design decisions, and that design 
Page 123 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 4: Themes emerging from the data 
should support the text, communicating the client's underlying message. A 
key consideration with promotional publications is ensuring that they are 
readable and not too 'arty' or 'designy'. 
Your ultimate goal is to achieve your application and not to get something for 
your portfolio. 
I always question myself and my purpose ... [whether] it's really what should be 
done or am I doing that because I just like this combination of colour. 
In developing designs, graphic designers felt it was vital that they allow the 
text to set the tone for the design. This means that graphic designers start 
their work by reading the text they will design in order to develop an 
understanding of what the document is about. 
I think you tend to find that even with a 190 page document you have to read 
enough depth to know what goes where. You've got to make the pictures have 
something to do with what's there. 
The text sets the tone for the design. The text is really the starting point. I think 
that governs the way that you set it and ... the way you choose to use it with 
images. There is so much in text that you've got to read it. 
Designers said that text reads differently after it is designed, and clients will 
often request text changes after seeing the initial design. While designers 
agreed that it is not their role to interfere with the text, they said that they 
might encourage the client to make some text changes, particularly if the 
headlines do not work with the design concept. 
Often when they see it in context it looks different. Seeing it as a piece of faxed 
text or just run out on Word, the heading worked fine. But really, as a bit of 
graphic communication it needed to have a bit more impact- maybe a shorter 
heading- maybe it's a two word heading rather than an eight line heading. 
The graphic designers had a short discussion about new trends in graphic 
design, particularly the use of 'smashed text' and 'grungy typefaces' where text 
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becomes an illustration. The designers suggested that the new trends are 
rarely appropriate in their work; new trends tend to be appropriate for 
magazine work rather than promotional publications. Designers felt that their 
job is to develop a design that is appropriate for the publication's audience. 
The designers noted that they often check themselves to ensure they are 
producing materials that meet the client's brief rather than simply following 
the latest design trends. 
I think it's great [new approaches to design]. But I think that what it's become is 
an illustration more so than communication. 
I tend to think the •whole concept of text becoming illustration places more 
emphasis on words anyway -if it's done well. If it's not done well then it's 
unreadable, but if it's done well then you can make a very interesting image. You 
can make text into a graphic that says something about what the text is saying. 
Yes, [you have to control yourself} - a new technique comes along and it's got to 
be in the next brochure because you know how to do it now!' 
Measuring success 
When asked how they know if their designs are successful, graphic designers 
suggested that they primarily measure success by their client's satisfaction and 
by their own understanding of whether the job worked well. For design 
consultants, repeat business is a key measure of success. 
We get a lot of repeat business and when we're talking to clients we'll ask how 
it's gone. 
I don't know that I ever consciously do [measure success], but as you say, repeat 
business .... Because there is repeat business something must be working, but I 
don't try to quantify what is happening. I think that warm fuzzy glow, that 
you're happy the job looked good, that's enough. 
I think they [clients] know as soon as they get it. I really do think they'll pick it 
up and say 'yes, that's right, that tvorks'. 
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One graphic designer working in government said that, as part of her 
department's Quality Assurance procedures, they regularly send feedback 
sheets to their clients, asking if the design process was efficient and the end 
result was successful. 
Themes emerging from the group with 
writers 
Introduction 
This section presents the themes emerging from the focus group conducted 
with writers. As outlined in Chapter 3, the sampling frame for the group of 
writers was: 
Writers who work with public relations practitioners in producing 
promotional publications for clients. These writers are based in 
Brisbane, and work either as independent freelancers, or for a state 
government department. The writers were sourced through project 
managers participating in this study and from freelance writers teaching 
part~time in an introductory writing course at Queensland University of 
Technology. 
Recruiting writers for this focus group was a difficult task. Project managers 
participating in this study were of little help in recruiting writers; as noted in 
the themes emerging from the groups with project managers discussed earlier 
in this chapter, project managers said that they usually do the writing work 
for their projects themselves, and rarely employ consultant writers or editors. 
As I had regularly employed freelance writers in my own project management 
work, I was not expecting this response from project managers. 
I also approached members of the Queensland Society of Editors while 
recruiting participants for this group. The members that I approached felt 
that their work did not meet the sampling frame for this study; these writers 
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said that they primarily worked on educational or technical materials, and 
they had little experience in working with public relations practitioners. 
The participants involved in the focus group with writers were, therefore, 
primarily recruited from freelance writers teaching part~time in an 
introductory writing course at Queensland University of Technology. 
The participants in the focus group with writers included: 
4 participants 
• 1 participant from a state government department, working 
independently within a section of the department and not part of a 
communication team 
• 3 participants who work as freelance writers (sole practitioners). 
All writers involved in this study received a summary of the discussion 
approximately three weeks after the focus group was held. Writers were 
invited to contact me if they wanted to discuss any points included in the 
summary, or if they felt that any material included in the summary was not an 
accurate record of the discussion. A copy of the summary distributed to 
writers is included in Appendix 4. 
The process of publication production 
While the writers did not identify a typical publication development process, 
like project managers and designers they identified a distinction between a 
team approach and a more individual approach to projects. Writers said that 
they prefer a team approach, but that teams can be very difficult to put 
together. 
In addition, writers said that they often sense that designers don't want to be 
involved in the early stages of projects; designers prefer to be called in after 
the text has been approved. In some cases, writers feel that they end up in a 
stand off with designers: writers want designers to do some concept 
development work before they begin writing, and designers want completed 
text before they start work. 
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You have this almost stand off- who is going to start the project? We [designers] 
•won't work unless you give us the words, you know. Well, I'm not sure what it's 
going to look like and I'm not sure how to 'Write or what style to adopt or 
anything. 
When I was first working in PR ... it was, who comes first? The artist wanted 
me to finish the words and give them over, and I wanted some idea of what the 
layout might look like so that I had some idea of what amount of text they 
wanted and what shape it might be in. It was very difficult and anything that I 
did take on I'd have to come up with the concept of what it was going to look like 
and write to that and suggest it. And they would have to wear that because they 
didn't seem to be able to be involved from the start. 
Writers noted that projects generally come to writers before being passed to 
designers and that, in most cases, text will be approved before design begins. 
One writer was in what others felt was an unusual situation: she has a graphic 
design consultancy as her client. The design consultancy receives the client's 
brief, and asks the writer to develop text to fit their concept. In this case, the 
writer does not meet the design Consultancy's client. 
It's an odd situation, and I would say every other example would be that I would 
get the brief first from the client and I ·would take it to the designer. But they're 
bringing me in ... they don't have to tvrite the text and they're very happy about 
it. 
Another writer said that on one project she had been asked to write text to a 
pre-approved concept, with a pre-determined layout and chapter headings. 
She said that having the overall structure of the document imposed on her 
was quite difficult. 
It's really weird actually. I tried to 'tvrite text to the size that would fit the shapes 
that they had put there, but it was difficult because I ·wouldn't necessarily have 
divided up the information in the way that they had. 
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Writers' roles in developing promotional publications for 
clients 
Writers said that one of their primary roles is to act as a broker between what 
the client wants to say and what the audience will want to read. Writers may 
need to translate the client's jargon into understandable language, find the 
real story buried deep within the client's ideas, or convince clients that 
particular aspects of the story are most newsworthy. 
One of the earliest roles in a writing project is to build the trust of clients. 
Writers said that clients can be suspicious of their purpose, particularly when 
they are working in~house and gathering information for publications such as 
newsletters. 
Even though I was working within the organisation and being paid to promote 
them I was still regarded as rather suspicious because I was a journalist and God 
knows what I might do with the information that they were telling me. 
I've actually had to sign t'WO secrecy agreements ... two agreements that I won't 
disseminate the information improperly. 
One problem that in~house writers can face is confusion over their role. Two 
writers said that they had resigned from in~house positions because they 
found that their work was not valued by the organisation. One writer felt that 
in~ house writers were not valued because of the common perception that 
'everybody can write'. 
Because I sit at a 1.vord processor, I look like a secretary. And there's all that 
photocopying and things like that that need to be done. I've found that a difficult 
issue to deal with- it's like your credibility is being questioned. 
Writers suggested that freelance writers usually have more credibility because 
the organisation is approaching the writer and paying for the writer's work. 
However, all writers involved in the group felt that they could suffer from 
credibility problems. One writer identified a 'dichotomy of credibility': some 
clients think that she can 'walk on water', and other clients want to 
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completely rework her text because it is so different from the way the client is 
used to writing. Building an ongoing relationship with clients helps to 
establish client trust and give the writer credibility. 
Writers felt that an important part of managing their role as writers is to 
learn not to be too attached to their text. They learn early in their careers to 
accept that clients will want to make text changes. 
I actually put sacrificial bits in. There's a couple of people at work that I'll 
actually put little bits in that I think are 1mong. And they'll find them and they 
won't then look at the rest. 
I've learned to lose my Ot®ership of what I'm working on. I do the job and I 
take pride in what I'm doing, but I don't need to OtiJfl it as much as I used to 
when I first started. 
Educating clients 
Writers noted that client education is an ongoing part of their job. 
Particularly with new clients, writers find that they need to explain the text 
and design development and approval process very carefully. 
Writers said that it can often be difficult to convince clients to take their 
advice on text. Clients often think that they're 'magnificent communicators', 
and forget that their audience may not understand their language or style. 
I sometimes wonder why they are J)aying for this because they really tvant to 
'Write it themselves. 
It's really, really hard to get people to take advice, particularly in government. 
When they're used to 'Writing for the minister or they're used to writing in public~ 
speakese ... it's like you're trying to speak in a different way. 
One writer said that her approach is to over,explain the process to new 
clients to ensure that they understand the approval stages in the project. For 
example, on draft text she includes a banner on each page, indicating to the 
client that the document is draft text and the final product will look 
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different. She also tries to involve her clients in as many steps as possible, to 
ensure that clients feel some ownership of the project. 
I over~explain to my client; until I get a good relationship with them I tend to go 
for overkill. I explain tuhy I'm doing something, how I've done it, and I give 
them margin notes explaining things. I try to take them through the process so 
that they read what I want them to read. 
Writers said that they often have problems convincing clients that writing is 
a process, and that the first draft delivered to the client is not necessarily 
intended as the final text. Convincing clients to read first draft text at the 
content level, commenting on whether the content is developing in the right 
direction, can be difficult. 
I find that they don't understand ... the fact that it is a process and that each and 
every thing I give them is not the final deal- that sometimes I haven't worried 
too much about perfection because I'm just trying to get a feel for if this is the 
way that they're wanting it to go. But they'll be worried about whether it's 
properly spelled or punctuated or something, when I really want to focus on ... 
is this the kind of tone that you want to adopt? 
They like to read typos, because I'm the expert and if they can find a mistake in 
my work that really makes them feel good. 
My experience is that they [typos] are bigger than Ben Hur. They're more 
important than anything else. 
Writers also find that they may need to explain to clients that the draft text 
will look different when it is designed. New clients, in particular, may think 
that the initial draft they see is an example of how the finished document 
will look. 
Oh yes, like 'don't put the page break there' ... 
It's text you fool! I know I've got an orphan on that page. It's all right! 
Page 131 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 4: Themes emerging from the data 
Working with project managers 
The group of writers had little to say about working with project managers. 
They divided their writing projects into two categories: projects where their 
only involvement is to write text which they then pass back to their client, 
and projects where they are involved throughout the product's development. 
If writers are involved throughout the project, they tend to be the project 
manager. 
All writers involved in this group had, at some point, worked on projects 
with other public relations practitioners. They suggested that public relations 
practitioners were generally easier to work with than the eventual client (for 
these writers the eventual clients are often scientists, academics, or 
government bureaucrats), because public relations practitioners are more 
likely to understand why the text they develop will appeal to the target 
audience. 
I think the communication people will accept 1uhat you do more eruily and think 
it's fine. There's definitely a lot more corrections when you deal directly 1vith the 
client. 
Working with designers 
Like the project managers, writers had clear opinions about their experiences 
of working with designers. The writers said that when they work with graphic 
designers they are usually filling a project manager's role. 
The writers said that working with graphic designers brought both advantages 
and disadvantages to their work. On the positive side, they said that designers 
bring creative input to the project that adds a lot to the final product. But on 
the negative side, writers agreed that designers need to be treated carefully 
and their work monitored closely. For writers, typical difficulties perceived 
when working with designers include: 
• Designers do not read text and need to have the content carefully 
explained to them 
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• Designers introduce errors when asked to make minor text changes 
• Designers won't begin working on a project until the text is finalised; 
this means that designers are rarely involved when concept decisions 
are made 
• Designers have a tendency to 'over~design', allowing the design to get 
in the way of the communication purpose. 
When they sit down to do the job they are just looking at grey matter which they 
are going to position on the page in an attractive way, and they don't see it as 
having any meaning or anything like that. So a whole lot of things that I would 
take for granted because I am looking at the content and meaning may not 
match their meaning. 
I find that I have to tell the artists that I'm working with what the story is about 
because they never read it. You have to give them a little synopsis of the 
importance of this story and what we're trying to communicate. 
I've decided that the skills you need to be a designer are directly opposed to the 
skills that you need to spell, for example. Because if the graphic designers touch 
the text they will introduce errors. 
They often don't read things because it's electronic up on the screen ... there's 
not much inducement to read I think ... I think that the technical side of it 
prevents reading it. 
Although writers felt that part of their job is to monitor designers' work and 
ensure that the end product matches the original communication brief, they 
agreed that they usually leave the designer to choose text that might be used 
as a graphic device in the document. For example, they usually let designers 
choose the pull quotes that will support text in brochures and magazine 
articles. 
That's something that they will do quite well. I suspect it's because they're just 
looking for something that is really short. 
The writers in this group said that they were often in the position where they 
complete all aspects of the project themselves. While they then lose the 
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creative input of the designer, working alone on a project could bring a 
number of efficiencies and advantages, including the freedom to edit text 
until it fits the design. 
If I'm doing it myself then that's great because I feel that the end document in 
terms of text and layout is the image that I want to reflect. But on the other 
hand, if you think about a graphic designer then you get a lot more creative 
input. 
When you do it yourself you can be changing your idea right up to the last 
moment. But when you have to just take the text and hand it over to someone 
else, you have to be much more disciplined and structured. 
How text and design work together 
Writers noted that ensuring the text and design work well together is an 
important part of meeting the client's communication purpose. For writers, 
one strategy to achieve this is to ensure they brief designers carefully -
explaining the document's content and the overall image they are trying to 
create. 
The writers said that text often looks different once it has been designed. 
They like to give themselves, and their clients, an opportunity to make text 
changes after seeing the initial design. 
I send them the text and •when it comes from the designer I might think 'oh, well, 
that completely changes the meaning of that sentence'. And I will change it. I 
like to give myself that opportunity. 
In some projects, writers find that they want to make major text changes 
once they see the design. One writer discussed a project where she completely 
rewrote the text to fit in with the designer's ideas. However, writers agreed 
that changes of this magnitude were unusual. 
I found that I had to retvrite huge chunks of it [text] to make it fit in with their 
[designers'] ideas. And I didn't mind doing it because what they were showing me 
was so much stronger. 
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Measuring success 
When asked about how they measure success on their projects, writers 
primarily talked about following up with clients to ask how the project had 
turned out for them. One writer said that she had attempted to introduce 
reader testing in one organisation, but that she had left the job before getting 
the testing under way. 
Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the dominant themes emerging from the focus 
groups conducted for this study. The themes emerging from each group can 
be divided into five key areas: 
• The process of publication production described by participants 
• Participants' roles in developing promotional publications for clients 
• Working with other practitioners involved in developing promotional 
publications 
• How text and design work together 
• Measuring success. 
In this chapter, these themes were presented separately for the three separate 
groups included in the sampling frame for this study (project managers, 
graphic designers, and writers). In the following chapter, these separate 
themes are integrated, and the themes emerging from this study are analysed 







This chapter aims to build links between the research literature on 
collaborative writing and information design, and the themes discussed by 
participants in this study. In this chapter, I will examine both the themes that 
were anticipated by the research question and those themes that were not 
anticipated by the research question. From these themes, I will begin to 
develop a picture of the issues that are important for public relations 
practitioners when developing promotional publications for clients. I 
conclude this chapter by considering the implications of this study for the 
development of theory in the public relations and information design fields, 
and by considering the implications of this study for further research. 
This chapter is divided into five sections: 
• Emerging themes relating to the research question 
• Additional themes emerging from the study 
• Implications for theory development 
• Implications for further research 
• Conclusion. 
The research question guiding this project is: 
How do public relations practitioners approach the development of 
promotional publications for their clients? 
Specifically, this study focuses on five aspects of the research question: 
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• Whether there is an accepted process that public relations practitioners 
follow when developing promotional publications 
• Whether the various practitioners involved in producing a promotional 
publication work collaboratively during the production process 
• Whether the process used to develop promotional publications 
approximates the procedures and issues discussed by researchers 
• Whether practitioners believe that text and design work together in 
creating a successful promotional publication and whether this is 
reflected in the way they approach the work 
• How practitioners judge the success of the promotional publications 
they produce. 
Emerging themes related to the research 
question 
This section examines the five aspects of the research question, drawing links 
between the themes emerging from the focus groups and the research 
discussed in the literature review. 
Is there an accepted process that public relations 
practitioners follow when developing promotional 
publications? 
The themes presented in the previous chapter suggest that the people 
involved in this study, including project managers, writers, and graphic 
designers, were unable to describe and discuss a recognisable or 'normal' 
process used to develop promotional publications. There could be a variety of 
reasons for this, including: 
• An accepted process for developing promotional publications may not 
exist. Practitioners may approach each project with a 'clean slate', 
developing a process at the beginning of each project. Although there is 
little discussion in the research literature of the planning processes used by 
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practitioners, it seems unlikely that practitioners do not build on their 
experience and develop a process for approaching the development of 
publications. Having no recognised process for developing publications 
would prevent the building of efficiencies in terms of time and budget. 
Time and budget considerations were important themes for all practitioners 
involved in this study. It seems likely, therefore, that some sort of process 
used by practitioners to develop promotional publications exists. 
• Practitioners may find it difficult to reflect on, and describe, the processes 
they use in their work. Ede and Lunsford ( 1985) identify this issue, 
suggesting that many workplace writers lack a common vocabulary to 
discuss their work. Paradis, Dobrin, and Miller (1985) echo Ede and 
Lunsford, suggesting that many people find it difficult to discuss the 
document cycling process because it is not usually the subject of 
observation and discussion (p. 287). Career communicators working in 
government and public relations consultancy environments were chosen as 
the participants for this study partly because I felt they were likely to have 
the vocabulary necessary to reflect on their work. As these practitioners 
regularly need to explain their creative decisions to clients, I felt that they 
would have little trouble in reflecting on their work in a focus group 
setting. However, it is possible that describing the processes used in their 
work requires a different vocabulary, not regularly used by this group. 
• Practitioners in this study were encouraged to discuss the themes and 
issues that were most important to them. It is possible that describing the 
processes used to develop publications did not capture their imagination in 
the same way as discussing and comparing issues and difficulties involved 
in their work. 
• The practitioners involved in this study all had several years of experience 
in public relations work. It is possible that, as practitioners become more 
experienced and internalise processes and procedures, their focus shifts 
from the processes involved in doing their work to meeting their clients' 
needs. Practitioners may not be interested in discussing a process they 
have internalised, or they may find it difficult to do so. 
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Only one participant in this study described a clearly structured approach to 
projects. This project manager described a process used with clients to 
develop publications such as annual reports; the process helps the consultant 
to explain projects to clients and is part of the consultancy's Quality 
Assurance procedures. 
As many of the practitioners involved in this study operate in an 
environment of Quality Assurance, it is, perhaps, surprising that there was 
not more focus on a formal process for approaching their work. To achieve 
Quality Assurance Certification, practitioners are required to document work 
procedures and provide assurances of continuous standards of work practice. 
To retain Certification, practitioners are required to follow set procedures in 
their work with clients. All of the government departments and more than 
half of the public relations consultancies involved in this study hold Quality 
Assurance Certification. This means that an agreed process for developing 
materials and working with clients must be documented in their offices. It is 
possible that Quality Assurance Certification does not impact greatly on the 
work of practitioners involved in this study, or that they did not consider the 
Quality Assurance procedures as relevant to discuss in the groups. One 
interesting avenue for further research would be to examine whether Quality 
Assurance Certification has any impact on how practitioners approach 
projects. 
While practitioners did not describe a recognised process for developing 
promotional materials, we cannot conclude that a recognised process does not 
exist. Examining the ways that practitioners develop promotional 
publications would require ethnographic research, looking at the ways that 
practitioners actually go about their work rather than asking practitioners to 
reflect on their work practices. As Orna (1996) points out, we have little 
research telling us how promotional publications are created and managed by 
practitioners. Several researchers identify the benefits of building a more 
detailed understanding of how practitioners approach their work (Bernhardt, 
1986; Farkas, 1991; Spilka, 1993a; Van Pelt & Gillam, 1991). 
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Two distinct approaches to developing publications 
Although practitioners were unable to describe a recognised process for 
developing promotional publications, one of the most dominant themes 
emerging from the five groups conducted for this study was that practitioners 
could identify two different approaches to their work. These two approaches 
were discussed in most detail by the groups of project managers, but they were 
mentioned by participants in all five groups. As the discussion of these 
approaches emerged spontaneously in all five groups, there is a suggestion 
from this study that these approaches could be widely applicable to public 
relations practice in both the government and consultancy sectors. How 
widely the two approaches can be applied to the public relations profession is 
a question for further research. In discussing the two approaches, I will use 
the language used in two of the project managers' groups: they identified the 
two approaches as the production line approach and the team approach. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, the production line approach to 
producing publications involves the separation of stages and tasks; individuals 
complete their component of the project before passing the work on to the 
next person, and all work is coordinated by the project manager. The team 
approach to producing publications involves a team of people working 
together from the start to develop the project. 
The material emerging from this study suggests that the key difference 
between the production line approach and the team approach is the extent to 
which individuals are able to work together on a project and contribute to 
the publication's overall development. In the production line approach, the 
project manager coordinates all stages and requests the involvement of other 
professionals, as required. Practitioners in all five groups agreed that the team 
approach is preferable, but that the production line approach is by far the 
most common. 
The production line approach and team approach seem to involve various 
trade offs, and practitioners appeared to be quite aware of the trade offs that 
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they make when choosing how to approach projects. Practitioners indicated 
that the production line approach allows for gains in efficiency, but may 
sacrifice creativity. Project managers pointed out that the production line 
results in an easier production process, and allows them to move quickly 
through many tasks. But both project managers and designers pointed out 
that the separation of tasks, particularly the separation of concept, writing, 
and design, can lead to losses in terms of creativity. 
The focus group discussions indicated that the production line approach 
sacrifices creativity in three key ways: 
• The project manager often adopts the role of sole client contact and may 
make all concept decisions for the publication. In many cases, the project 
manager will also write the text and develop a rough design before passing 
the project to a graphic designer. This means that concept and text 
decisions are made by one person, following a 'conductor~orchestra' model 
(Cross, 1993, pp. 151-152). The project manager 'conducts' the work of 
all practitioners involved in the project. While this may bring efficiencies 
to the decision~making process, there may be a corresponding loss in 
creativity that could be created through group collaboration. 
• The designer is unlikely to be involved in the concept stage and, 
therefore, has no involvement in decisions about the document's size and 
format. Carr (1995) suggests that designers and writers tend to think 
differently; designers think in creative, concept terms, and writers think in 
more linear terms (p. 10). Based on this, it would seem that project 
managers sacrifice creativity by not involving designers early in the 
project. 
• The designer may be more likely to be treated as a layout technician than 
as a creative artist because they are not involved in concept decisions. 
This was raised as a common concern by designers participating in this 
study. This attitude to designers as layout technicians may stem from what 
Waller (1982) describes as a typical view that writers hold of design; 
writers often see design as either a side~effect of the manufacturing process 
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or as relevant only to the ergonomics of reading, rather than seeing design 
as the articulation of content (p. 160). 
One group of project managers equated the production line approach with a 
'sausage machine', suggesting that the production line approach allows them 
to chum out many projects in the most efficient way. This fits well with the 
findings of Couture and Rymer (1993), whose study of organisational writers 
identified routine tasks and special tasks. Couture and Rymer found that, for 
routine tasks, speed of completion is more important than product quality; for 
special tasks, quality is more important than efficiency ( p. 5). It is possible 
that the production line approach identified in this study is a strategy that 
practitioners use to complete routine tasks, and the team approach is a 
strategy to complete special tasks. 
The themes emerging during the focus groups indicate that, while it is 
possible to make a clear distinction between the production line approach 
and the team approach for the purposes of discussion and analysis, the two 
approaches could sit at either end of a continuum. Project managers indicated 
that their choice of approach was a conscious one, and that they would 
choose their way of working according to the requirements of each project. 
'Horses for courses' is how one project manager described the choice. Couture 
and Rymer (1993) recognise this distinction, suggesting that several 
researchers have shown that writers will adjust their practices according to 
the project's requirements (p. 5). The focus groups conducted for this study 
suggest that the findings of researchers such as Couture and Rymer may 
extend beyond writers to other professional communicators. 
A link to models of collaborative writing 
The two approaches emerging from this study can be aligned to the models of 
collaborative writing identified by Van Pelt and Gillam (1991). Van Pelt and 
Gillam identify two basic categories of collaborative writing: writing team 
work and shared document collaboration. 
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• Writing team work involves an individual writer taking responsibility for 
the text, but receiving varying degrees of input from others. According to 
Van Pelt and Gillam (1991), the most common forms of writing team 
work involve writers submitting documents to others for review and 
comment, interviewing technical staff for input on the document's 
content, and peer editing and review for style, content, and rhetorical 
effectiveness. Van Pelt and Gillam also suggest that writers may accept 
critical input from other writers, editors, illustrators, and marketing 
personnel, while retaining overall responsibility for the document. 
• Shared document collaboration involves more than one person in the 
primary decision~making tasks of planning, writing, and finalising the 
document. Writing decisions are shared by the team, and the team may 
also draw on the input of other experts such as clients, managers, and 
technical experts. 
Van Pelt and Gillam's (1991) categories of collaborative writing equate well 
with the two approaches to producing publications identified by participants 
in this study. The production line approach identified in the focus group 
discussions is similar to the writing team work approach discussed by Van Pelt 
and Gillam; the team work approach identified in the focus groups equates to 
the shared document collaboration approach. Drawing on Van Pelt and 
Gillam's work, I propose that it may be possible to map the two approaches 
identified by participants in this study. Van Pelt and Gillam's models of 
collaborative writing are included as Figure 2 on page 65. Here, I provide a 
potential map of the approaches used by public relations practitioners based 
directly on Van Pelt and Gillam's work. The suggestion that the diagrams can 
be applied to public relations practice is based on an interpretation of the five 
focus groups conducted for this study. Whether these diagrams provide an 
adequate description of how public relations practitioners approach the 
development of promotional publications is a question for further research. 
Figure 4, on the following page, describes the production line approach and 
the team work approach to publication production identified by participants 
in this study. 
Page 143 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 5: Conclusions and implications 
Figure 4:An interpretation of Van Pelt and Gillam's ( 1991) 
two categories of collaborative writing, mapping the 
production line approach and the team approach described 
by participants in this study. 




The team approach 





Drafts for review 









Feedback: Reader response 
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Van Pelt and Gillam ( 1991) suggest that writing team work is the most 
common form of collaborative writing in the workplace. This mirrors the 
themes emerging from the focus groups conducted for this study, which 
suggest that the production line approach is the most common approach used 
by participants to develop promotional publications for clients. However, Van 
Pelt and Gillam do not speculate as to why writers are more likely to use the 
writing team work approach, or which approach writers tend to prefer. The 
focus groups conducted for this study suggest that participants prefer to use 
the team approach (Van Pelt and Gillam's shared document collaboration) 
when developing promotional publications for clients, but that the 
production line approach (Van Pelt and Gillam's writing team work) is the 
most common. Participants also suggested that the production line approach 
is more commonly used because of its benefits in terms of time and cost 
efficiencies. 
Do the various practitioners involved in producing a 
promotional publication work collaboratively? 
Identifying the two approaches to developing promotional publications 
recognised by participants in this study leads to the question of whether 
practitioners use a collaborative approach in their work. Can both the 
production line approach and the team approach be described as examples of 
collaboration? 
Participants in this study did not use the term 'collaboration' to describe their 
work. However, Debs's ( 1993a) work indicates that this is not surprising. In a 
study of organisational writers, Debs found that writers invariably said 'no' 
when asked whether they collaborate in their work. But the same writers 
reported making their writing decisions with another person (p. 159). Debs 
argues for a broader definition of collaboration that recognises that 
collaboration exists even when practitioners describe their work in different 
ways. This suggests that, although participants in this study did not describe 
their work as 'collaborative', an analysis of the focus groups may reveal that 
their work approach involves collaboration. 
Page 145 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 5: Conclusions and implications 
The themes emerging from the focus groups indicate that practitioners see 
the team approach as a clear example of collaborative work practice. Project 
managers described the team approach as involving various practitioners 
participating in the project from the start. Various parts of the project may 
develop simultaneously, and the practitioners involved will work together 
towards the creative outcome. Researchers would seem to agree that the team 
approach is a clear example of collaboration. The team approach is an easy fit 
with the forms of collaboration discussed by Couture and Rymer ( 1993 ), 
Farkas (1991), and Van Pelt and Gillam (1991). 
Perhaps a more complex question is whether the production line approach to 
developing promotional documents is an example of collaboration. I have 
already aligned the production line with approaches described by Couture 
and Rymer (1993) and Van Pelt and Gillam (1991 ). These researchers 
describe the approaches identified in their studies as collaborative, indicating 
that they would also describe the production line approach as collaborative. 
Farkas (1991) identifies four forms of collaborative writing: (1) two or more 
people jointly composing a document; (2) two or more people contributing 
components of a document; (3) one or more involved in modifying, editing, 
or reviewing a document; and ( 4) one person drafting a document based on 
interactions with others ( p. 14). The production line approach to developing 
promotional publications would appear to fit with the second or fourth 
approach described by Farkas (though without further research this is 
speculation rather than something supported by evidence). Farkas describes 
the second approach as a clear and common example of collaboration, but 
suggests that the fourth approach is a marginal example of collaboration. As 
Farkas is focusing on writing, rather than on all aspects of document 
development, it is unclear whether the production line approach would be 
described by Farkas as fitting the second form of collaboration (although the 
production line approach involves more than one person contributing to the 
document, they may not interact as they work on separate stages). Further 
research drawing on Farkas's framework is required, therefore, before we can 
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suggest whether Farkas would consider the production line approach as a 
form of collaboration. 
Another point made by Farkas ( 1991) is that collaboration requires 
participants to develop a common understanding of the project's goaL 
Developing a common goal was a key concern for participants in this study, 
particularly for project managers. Project managers continually returned to 
the briefing as a major part of their work, suggesting that a thorough briefing 
with their clients, and with professionals involved in the project, such as 
designers, is a key element in the project's success. Project managers felt that 
the quality of brief supplied to the designer will determine the quality of 
product returned. This provides further evidence that Farkas would consider 
the production line approach as an example of collaboration. 
I suggest, therefore, that both approaches described by practitioners involved 
in this study are examples of collaboration, but that the team approach 
involves a greater degree of collaboration than the production line approach. 
However, this suggestion needs to be considered through more detailed 
research. As Farkas (1991) points out, there is no comprehensive theory of 
collaboration to draw on ( p. 15). Duffy (1981) echoes this, saying that 'we 
are not yet in the position to proceduralize the writing process much less the 
preparation of graphics or the selection of typographic alternatives' (p. 262). 
As these researchers recognise, we have little theoretical base from which to 
understand, describe, and explain the ways that practitioners go about their 
work. 
Does the process used to develop promotional 
publications approximate the procedures and issues 
discussed by researchers? 
I concluded the literature review (Chapter 2) by describing Duffy's (1981) 
model of document design and suggesting that Duffy's model appears to offer 
an approach that bridges the gulf between theory and practice in information 
design. One of the strengths of Duffy's model is that it offers a process for 
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developing documents at the macro level, focusing first on the needs of the 
reader, while also drawing on the research literature relating to micro design 
issues. Rather than offering rules of best practice or guidelines that 
information designers must follow, Duffy's model offers a way of describing 
how practitioners may conduct their work. 
While an exploratory study involving focus group discussions of issues most 
important to practitioners does not provide any evidence that Duffy's model 
can be used to describe the ways that practitioners go about their work, it is 
interesting to note that the phases described by Duffy appear to fit loosely 
with many of the themes raised by project managers involved in this study. 
However, a brief analysis also identifies aspects where practitioners clearly 
diverge from the phases described by Duffy. A comparison between Duffy's 
model and the approach described by practitioners in this study is included in 
Figure 5, on page 150. 
• Project managers in this study spent a lot of time focusing on the 
importance of a good briefing, both with the client and with the various 
practitioners involved in the project. This could fit with the first phase of 
Duffy's model- 'Analysis'. Duffy suggests that this phase involves defining 
the document's purpose, describing its audience, and describing its 
context. These planning considerations appear to be very important to 
project managers involved in this study. However, Duffy's model focuses on 
understanding how the reader will process or use the document, indicating 
that the analysis phase will be primarily focused on readers. Project 
managers involved in this study focused much more extensively on their 
client, suggesting that, for them, the analysis phase may involve 
understanding the client's objectives and how the client wants the project 
to develop. 
• Project managers in this study indicated that developing the document's 
concept was likely to occur in conjunction with the writing of the text. 
Under the production line approach, this work is likely to be completed by 
the project manager. This fits loosely with Duffy's second phase - 'Plan'-
Page 148 
lnformauon Design in Public Relauons Pracuce Chapter 5: Conclusions and implicauons 
where practitioners will define the content, graphic utilisation, and 
typography. Duffy does not indicate whether there is a preference for 
different types of professionals, such as project managers and graphic 
designers, being involved in this phase. 
• Project managers in this study indicated a clear break between the concept 
development and writing of the text, and the page layout and design. It 
seems that project managers may describe these activities as being two 
separate phases of the document development process. Duffy fits the 
writing of the text under the third phase of his model- 'Develop'. This 
phase also includes preparing any graphics and completing the page layout. 
Duffy makes it clear in the discussion of his model that design activities 
and text activities should be blended within the phases rather than split 
between phases (p. 259). This could indicate that practitioners developing 
publications using the production line approach do not use a process that 
approximates the second and third phases described by Duffy. 
• Duffy includes a fourth phase in his model- 'Implement and evaluate'. 
Practitioners involved in this study barely focused on evaluation, and there 
was little discussion in the focus groups to indicate that practitioners 
evaluate the document according to the reader's needs. Duffy suggests that 
the fourth phase focuses on the reader. The discussions with project 
managers suggests that, for participants in this study, the fourth phase is 
more likely to involve a focus on the client. 
While there is some indication that Duffy's model may be a useful starting 
point for describing how public relations practitioners approach the task of 
developing promotional publications for clients, further research is necessary 
before any detailed comparisons can be drawn. It is possible that practitioners 
adopting the team approach to developing publications are more likely to 
approximate the model described by Duffy than practitioners using the 
production line approach. Ethnographic studies of how practitioners 
approach their work would contribute to providing a more detailed 
description of the processes practitioners use in their work and whether these 
processes can be linked to any model. 
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Figure 5: Comparing Duffy's ( 1981) model of document 
design to the approach described by practitioners in this 
study. 
Duffy's ( 1981) model Approach described by 
of document design project managers 
Phase 1: 
-focus is on the reader's -focus is on the client's 
Analysis processing (using) of the objectives 
document 
Define purpose Define purpose 
Describe audience Describe audience 
Describe context Describe context 
Phase 2: Plan -focus is on the -focus is on the 
components of the document components of the document 
Define content Define concept (format, 
Define graphic utilisation overall content, loose 
Typography design concept) 
Write text 
Approve text 
Phase 3: -focus is on the -focus is on the 
Develop components of the document components of the document 
Write text Develop design concept 
Prepare graphics Prepare page layout 
Prepare page layout Prepare graphics 
Phase 4: -focus is on the document's -focus is on the client 
Implement and user 
evaluate Formative evaluation Delivery and follow,up 
Summative evaluation 
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The separation of tasks is recognised by researchers 
Practitioners involved in this study said that most of their work is 
characterised by the production line approach. This means that various tasks, 
particularly writing and design, are usually completed separately, with little 
interaction between the writers and designers. Designers, in particular, 
expressed frustration at this. For designers, the separation of tasks means that 
they tend to function as layout technicians, and are not involved in the 
concept stages of the publication. The focus group with designers also 
revealed that the separation of tasks can mean that they are not given an 
opportunity to brief photographers or illustrators, and that photographers or 
illustrators briefed only by project managers can produce materials that do 
not fit with the approved design concept. Another frustration for graphic 
designers created by the production line approach is that they usually do not 
meet the actual client for the project; project managers act as a conduit from 
the designer to the client. 
Researchers agree that the various information design roles are often kept 
separate (Parker, 1989; Siess, 1994b; Waller, 1982). But a number of 
researchers suggest that these traditional roles may be beginning to break 
down (Benson, 1985; Duchastel, 1982; Lay & Karis, 1991; Schriver, 1997; 
Waller, 1982; Wickliff & Bosley, 1996). Sless (1994b) supports this, saying 
that good information design is usually the result of collaboration between a 
variety of individuals. 
This study provides little material to support the breakdown of traditional 
roles. The team approach identified by participants in this study may involve 
the breakdown of roles, but practitioners suggested that they rarely have an 
opportunity to practise the team approach. Rather than supporting the 
breakdown of roles, this study provides material to support Nini's (1996) 
finding that the separation of writing and design tasks may continue to 
dominate document development practice. 
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Researchers suggest that designers focus on appearance over 
communication 
Several researchers suggest that designers are often more interested in making 
something look exciting than they are in communicating to the intended 
audience (Black, 1995; Hartley, 1996; Kramer & Bernhardt, 1996; 
MacKenzie, 1993a; Tufte, 1997; Wurman, 1989). Kramer & Bernhardt (1996) 
argue that designers tend to see blocks of text as 'shapes in space', not 
necessarily as something to be read (p. 42). Some researchers suggest that the 
criteria by which good design is judged reinforce this approach, focusing on 
appearance and peer recognition rather than communication (MacKenzie, 
1993a; Nini, 1996; Siess, 1994b). 
Project managers and writers participating in this study supported this view, 
suggesting that, in their experience, designers tend to 'over design' and look 
for a whiz~bang solution to design problems. The four groups of project 
managers and writers suggested that designers are usually more interested in 
how something looks than in whether it communicates. Project managers and 
writers felt that designers rarely read the text they are given to design, and 
that one of their project management roles is to provide a summary of the 
text to the designer as part of the briefing. One w;iter suggested that, when 
designers sit down to design a document, they are simply looking at grey 
matter that they will position on the page in an attractive way; they don't see 
it as having any meaning. 
Graphic designers in this study challenged the common perception that they 
are only interested in appearance. The graphic designers were adamant that it 
is critical for them to understand the document's communication purpose 
and, to achieve this, they usually read the text they are given. The designers 
in this study all said that one of their key considerations is to ensure that 
their work is not too 'arty' or 'designy'; their task is to communicate the 
client's message, not to create something for their portfolio. 
As graphic designers in this study hold views that are in direct contrast with 
the views of project managers, writers, and other researchers, this is an 
Page 152 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 5: Conclusions and implications 
important area for further study. We need to know more about how the 
various practitioners involved in developing publications view the work of 
others. We also need further analysis to determine whether the views of 
practitioners restrict the ways that they work with others. For example, the 
views that project managers and writers hold of the ways that designers work 
may restrict how they work with designers, encouraging them to give very 
detailed briefs to designers, encouraging them to treat designers as layout 
technicians rather than artists, and perhaps perpetuating the production line 
approach to developing publications. 
Do practitioners believe that text and design work 
together in creating a successful promotional 
publication? Is this reflected in the way they approach 
the work? 
The practitioners involved in this study all stressed how important it is that 
text and design work together in creating a successful promotional 
publication. Practitioners in all five groups felt that it is impossible to 
separate the functions of text and design, and that the two must work 
together to communicate the client's objectives. Several participants pointed 
out that the text is the starting point and that it sets the tone for the 
publication, but the design is the vehicle that encourages people to pick up 
the finished product and read it. This interaction between text and design is 
well documented in the research literature (DEET, 1990; MacKenzie, 1993a; 
Overmyer, 1991; Swann, 1991, in MacKenzie, 1993b; Twyman, 1982; Waller, 
1985), and participants in this study echoed the arguments of these 
researchers in the focus group discussions. 
When it comes to ensuring that text and design work well together, project 
managers involved in this study suggested that it is best if the two are 
developed simultaneously. While project managers suggested that they prefer 
to have the text finalised and approved before the designer begins working on 
the page layout, they said that they often develop design concepts with draft 
text. They felt that if design concepts are developed early in the project, then 
the text and design are most likely to fit well together. 
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This question of how text and design can be developed to ensure that they 
work well together has received limited attention from researchers. Carr 
(1995) argues that graphics should be planned early in the project as this 
helps to ensure that text and design work hand~in~hand. Carr suggests that 
writers and designers benefit from working together in the initial stage of 
planning text and graphics. As writers tend to think in analytical and linear 
terms, and designers tend to think in terms of layout and presentation, Carr 
suggests that the two points of view complement each other well (p. 10). 
Participants in this study were unclear about whether this initial design 
would be completed by a graphic designer or by the project manager. The 
discussion appeared to be conflicting, suggesting that, for some projects, the 
designer will be involved in developing the design while the text is in draft 
stage and, for other projects, the designer will receive approved text before 
any design work begins. Some project managers said that they provide 
thumbnail sketches to designers, indicating that initial design work may be 
done before the text is finalised, but that the initial design is done by the 
project manager. Further research examining how practitioners approach this 
stage of work is needed to develop any detailed understanding of how 
practitioners ensure that text and design work together in promotional 
publications. 
It is interesting to note that, while practitioners involved in this study agree 
that it is impossible to separate the functions of text and design, the 
production line approach they use to develop promotional materials tends to 
separate text and design activities. This suggests that, while it may not be 
possible to separate the functions of content and form once a publication is 
complete, the work practices of practitioners may be based on the assumption 
that content and form can be separated in their development. This could be 
the basis of incongruity between text and design as discussed by several 
researchers (MacKenzie, 1994b; Tufte, 1990; Twyman, 1982). 
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How do practitioners judge the success of the 
promotional publications they produce? 
In all five groups conducted as part of this study, practitioners spent little 
time in the focus groups discussing the ways that they measure success. As 
this research project is exploratory, intending to uncover the issues and 
themes that participants identify as being important to their work, I did not 
return to questions about measuring success, which obviously held little 
interest for participants. This means that the material on measuring success 
uncovered by this study is extremely limited. 
When asked to reflect on how they measure the success of their work, 
participants in all groups focused on whether the project meets the client's 
brief, whether the budget and timeline have been met, whether the client is 
satisfied, and whether they, as individuals, feel they have done a good job. 
Only two participants in this study mentioned any form of reader testing as 
part of their evaluation. One project manager was involved in reader testing 
for a project involving packaging and promotional materials targeted to 
children; the project manager mentioned reader testing in this context only. 
One writer mentioned reader testing as being a good measure of success; the 
writer had attempted to introduce reader testing when working as an 
in~house writer. In the two groups where individuals mentioned reader 
testing, no other participant picked up on testing or evaluation issues as part 
of the discussion. 
Given the heavy emphasis on reader testing in the literature (Fisher & Sless, 
1990; Overmyer, 1991; Penman, 1993a; Penman, 1994; Redish, Felker, & 
Rose, 1981; Rose, 1981; Schriver, 1989), it is, perhaps, surprising that the 
practitioners involved in this study focused on it so little. However, this study 
may provide a valid reflection of how important measures of evaluation are to 
many practitioners. Practitioners' low emphasis on formal evaluation has 
been identified by other researchers: Nini (1996) found that graphic designers 
see little point in measuring outcomes; Warren ( 199.3) suggests that practising 
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communicators rarely follow an organised approach to reader analysis. In 
addition, several researchers have identified that factors other than the 
document's success with its readers may be important for many practitioners. 
Schriver (1993) identifies speed of completion and cost as key criteria for 
measuring success. Huettman (1996) found that the opinion of the 
organisation's internal audience may be more important to practitioners than 
the document's success with its intended readers. Weber (1991) found that 
many writers base their interpretation of success on how well they clear 
organisational hurdles such as the approval process. The writers interviewed 
by Weber rarely mentioned achieving the project's goal as a measure of 
success (p. 58). 
Several researchers recognise that developing publications often involves a 
juggling process, and suggest that managing these processes can often become 
the criteria for judging success ( Huettman, 1996; Penman, 1994; Schriver, 
1993 ). Participants in this study identified this juggling process, saying that 
they may have to juggle constraints imposed by budgets, timelines, client 
issues, approval processes, and the personalities or skills of other people 
involved in the work. Duffy (1981) suggests that, even when the document 
designer is aware of the most appropriate design, it may be sacrificed if other 
factors or objectives conflict with it. Schriver (1997) supports this, saying 
that writers and designers are often 'stuck in the middle' between the reader 
and the client or organisation. Often the organisation's ideas take priority 
over what readers want and expect (p. 202). These issues were discussed by 
both the designers and writers involved in this study. The designers and 
writers agreed that they will reach a point where they will do exactly what 
the client wants, even if they are convinced that it will not produce the best 
job possible. 
While it is impossible to draw any conclusions from this study about how 
practitioners approach evaluation and whether there are any differences in 
the evaluative practices of project managers, graphic designers, and writers, 
the themes emerging from this study allow for some speculation that could 
form the basis of further research. 
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• Project managers focused extensively on the initial briefing as providing 
direction for their work. Project managers said that the briefing defines 
their 'goal posts' for the project, and they returned to a discussion of the 
briefing when asked how they measure success. It is possible that many 
project managers feel the research involved in developing the briefing 
allows them to understand audience expectations and provides them with 
the infonnation they need to judge the project's success against the brief. 
This means that their measure of success could be based on their 
individual interpretation of how well the work meets the original brief. 
• Both project managers and designers mentioned budget constraints and 
time constraints as major determinants of what they produce. One 
designer said that publications are 'created' by their budgets. It is possible 
that practitioners use the available time and money to extend the project, 
producing what they feel is the best product possible for their clients. 
There may be a perception that money spent on evaluation is money that 
would be better spent on improving the product. This fits with Schriver's 
(1993) assessment that speed of completion and cost are often the main 
criteria for success (p. 239). 
• Some participants in this study indicated that they can 'feel' when a 
document they produce is successful. The designers, in particular, 
mentioned that a 'warm fuzzy glow' could tell them that the document was 
a success. This fits with Epstein's (1981) finding that the people who had 
produced the leaflets focused on in her study were all more or less 
convinced that they had turned out a good product, even when the 
product was not judged as successful by information design experts or the 
target audience ( p. 218). Epstein suggests that the production of leaflets 
can become an end in itself, with the production of leaflets being seen as 
an indicator of success. 
B It is possible that the production line approach to developing publications 
facilitates the low emphasis on testing. Project managers suggested that the 
production line approach is the most efficient for routine work, even if the 
result is not as creative as it could be. The production line approach to 
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developing publications places the responsibility for the project's success 
with the project manager. This approach would seem to remove 
responsibility for success from the graphic designer and any other 
practitioners involved in the project- such as artists, photographers, or 
writers. This suggests that, for practitioners using the production line 
approach, any further study of how success is measured should focus on the 
work of project managers. 
While these interpretations are based on the themes emerging from the focus 
groups, any adequate explanation of how practitioners measure the success of 
the promotional publications they produce for clients, and any adequate 
discussion of whether practitioners consider that measuring success is an 
important aspect of their work, must be based on further research. These 
questions could be explored through ethnographic studies of how 
promotional publications are developed by practitioners; ethnographic studies 
would allow researchers to focus on what practitioners actually do in their 
work, rather than focusing on how practitioners talk about and interpret their 
approach to work. 
Additional issues emerging from the study 
In the previous section, I explored the themes emerging from the focus group 
discussions that were relevant to the original research question. In this 
section, I expand on this discussion by exploring the themes emerging from 
the data that were not anticipated by the original research question. Several 
researchers point out that this is a useful and acceptable approach for 
exploratory research, using the research findings to build a picture based on 
participants' ideas (Creswell, 1994; Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
Qualitative, exploratory research is based on the assumption that all concepts 
relating to the phenomenon have not yet been identified (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990, p. 37). This means that the questions and themes will unfold as the 
research unfolds (Patton, 1990, p. 61 ). 
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The relationships between project managers, designers, 
and writers 
One of the most striking issues emerging from this study was the discussion in 
all five focus groups about the relationships participants have with other 
people involved in developing promotional publications for clients. In 
particular, the relationships between project managers, designers, and writers 
were discussed in detail by focus group participants. 
The project managers, designers, and writers involved in this study appeared 
to have very clear perceptions of each other and have developed ways of 
working with each other that match these perceptions. However, there seems 
to be some contradiction between how practitioners view each other, and 
how they view themselves. Figure 6, on the following pages, provides a 
comparison of how the practitioners involved in this study described their 
views of the people they work with when developing promotional 
publications for clients. 
Figure 6 shows that, for participants in this study, there is a clear contrast 
between the ways that project managers and writers view designers and the 
ways that designers view themselves. There is also a clear contrast between 
the ways that designers view project managers and the ways that project 
managers view themselves. 
There is little in the research literature to support or explain these findings, 
and the contrasting views provide a good basis for further study. Further 
research could explore whether these contrasting views are widely held across 
the public relations and information design professions. Further research 
could also explore how these views influence the ways that practitioners work 
with each other. For example, further research could explore: 
• How these views impact on the ways that practitioners collaborate 
• How these views influence the ways that text and design problems are 
solved 
• Whether these views facilitate the production line approach. 
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Figure 6: Comparing the ways that practitioners described 
their views of the various professionals they work with. 
Views of project Views of designers Views of writers 
managers 
Project Manage the process Don't check their Project managers see 
managers and ensure the end work 1miting as one of their 
product meets clients' Don't read text core roles, and did not 
needs 
Are more interested in discuss their views of 
Manage the strategic how something looks 
working with writers 
thinking that goes than whether it 
behind the product communicates 
Work with clients to Tend to over-design 
explore the purpose of and look for a whiz-
the publication bang solution 
Educate clients and Won't usually begin 
work as a conduit to work on a project until 
clients the text is finalised 
Interpret the client's 
brief for other 
professionals 
(designers) 
Write the text 
Guide the design and 
layout, over-riding the 
designer if necessary 
May provide a 
thumbnail sketch to 
the designer to ensure 
the designer 
understands what is 
required 
Continued on the following page 
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Figure 6 continued 
Views of project Views of designers Views of writers 
managers 
Designers Can stand between the Manage the print stage Designers did not talk 
designer and client whenever possible about writers as being 
Can confine the Provide a creative separate from project 
project on the client's interpretation of the managers 
behalf client's brief 
May refuse to pass Educate clients about 
ideas on to the client design requirements 
May brief separate Allow the text to set 
consultants and keep the tone of the design 
them apart (e.g., Ensure design fits 
photographers and clients' objectives not 
illustrators) the designer's 
May treat the designer objectives 
as a layout technician Feel frustrated when 
not involved early in 
the project 
Will give up offering 
creative input and 
work as a layout 
technician if the 
project manager/client 
will not listen to their 
creative advice 
Writers Writers had rarely been Do not read text and Act as a broker 
in a situation where need to have content between client and 
they worked with carefully explained to audience 
project managers; them Educate clients about 
however, they said that Introduce errors into the project's 
people with text when asked to requirements 
communication make minor changes 
backgrounds tended to 
Won't begin working 
rnake the best clients 
on a project until text 




Have a tendency to 
over-design 
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The themes emerging from this study suggest that these views could work to 
restrict the designer's involvement in exploring creative design solutions, and 
could encourage the production line approach to developing publications. 
Working with the project's client 
All practitioners participating in this study stressed how important it is for 
them to meet face~to~face with their client when developing a brief for the 
project. Meeting face~to~face with a client allows practitioners to develop a 
clear understanding of the client's objectives for the project, pick up cues that 
will facilitate their creative execution of the project, and ensure that the 
client understands the work involved in the project. Meeting face~to~face 
with clients also allows practitioners to clearly explain their ideas and the 
rationale behind their ideas. 
Although there was general agreement about the importance of meeting with 
clients, there seems to be some contradiction in the ways that various 
practitioners view their involvement with clients. 
• Designers involved in this study expressed frustration that their client is 
often a project manager who is working on behalf of another client. For 
designers, this means that they are unlikely to meet the ultimate client for 
the project. They rely on the interpretation and briefing of the project 
manager, and rely on the project manager to explain their ideas back to 
the client. Designers felt that this was often unsatisfactory, with project 
managers confining projects on their client's behalf, or failing to explain 
the designer's ideas to the client. 
• Project managers involved in this study agreed on how important it is to 
meet with the designer who will actually do the design work on the 
project, rather than with an account handler. They said that meeting 
face~to~face with the designer helps to ensure that the designer gains a 
good understanding of the project. Designers supported this concern, 
saying that they always prefer to work directly with the client than 
through an account handler. 
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It is interesting to note that project managers did not appear to see any 
contradiction between their desire to meet directly with graphic designers, 
and their role as standing between the designer and the client. Perhaps they 
feel that, as professional communicators employed to manage the project for 
their client, they are in a better position to work with designers than the 
client is. As there is little material in the research literature to support or 
explain this finding, further research is needed. Further research could 
explore this apparent contradiction, and consider whether the views of 
project managers influence the ways that project managers and designers 
work together. 
Project managers as writers 
The focus groups conducted with project managers and writers revealed that 
public relations practitioners working as project managers rarely employ or 
contract people to do their writing. Participants in this study suggested that, 
in most cases, the project manager will write the text for the publications 
they produce. In cases where the client brings draft text to the project 
manager, the project manager will usually re~write or edit the text. Project 
managers suggested that managing the project and writing the text form their 
core roles in developing publications for clients. 
This tendency of project managers to write text explains why it was difficult 
to recruit writers for this study. Those recruited for the focus group with 
writers did identify themselves primarily as writers, but all participants said 
that they often also act as the project manager when they are involved in 
writing text. 
Given the material discussed in the literature review, particularly the material 
on the traditional separation of writing and design roles, I did not anticipate 
finding that most project managers will also write the text for publications. 
The traditional separation of text and design roles is identified by several 
researchers (Duchastel, 1982; Overmyer, 1991; Parker, 1989; Siess, 1994b; 
Waller, 1982; Waller, 1985). The ongoing separation of roles is supported by 
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this study, with designers rarely being involved in the concept stages of 
publication development. 
Acknowledging the separation of writing and design tasks would suggest that 
another person must be responsible for managing the development of the 
project. In a public relations Consultancy or government public relations 
environment, this person would be the public relations practitioner, referred 
to in this study as the project manager. However, other than Morgan (1997), 
few researchers acknowledge the project manager role. This could be because 
these studies primarily focus on the production of text books, technical 
documents, and manuals, rather than focusing on consultants producing 
promotional publications for clients. 
If the project manager is also usually the writer of the text, this draws into 
question whether the separation of writing and design roles discussed by 
researchers can be clearly identified in a public relations setting. I have 
already argued that the separation of writing and design roles is supported in 
this study, with designers rarely being involved throughout the project. 
However, it would seem that, if the project manager is writing the text and 
then liaising with the designer to finish the project, the separation of roles 
can not be so extreme that writers and designers do not speak to each other 
(as suggested by Parker, 1989). And, if the project manager is actively 
involved in briefing the designer and managing the designer's work, the 
project manager/writer is unlikely to see design as simply a side-effect of the 
manufacturing process (as suggested by Waller, 1982). The themes emerging 
from the focus groups indicate that project managers see design as a critical 
contributor to the publication's success. While the tasks of writing and design 
might be separated through the timing of various stages of the project, the 
project manager/writer must be involved in interacting with the designer to 
complete the project. 
Further research is needed to explore how the role of project manager/writer 
in a public relations environment is different from the role of writer discussed 
Page 164 
lnformauon Design in Public Relauons Practice Chapter 5: Conclusions and impficauons 
by researchers. Research focusing on how project managers and designers 
work together would help to explore the nature and extent of their 
collaboration and the implications of having a text~focused project manager 
responsible for the overall management of the project. 
Implications for theory development 
In the previous two sections, I examined the themes emerging from the data 
in terms of the original research question and in terms of emergent themes 
that were not anticipated by the original research question. I attempted to 
draw links between the themes emerging from this study and existing 
research. 
In this section, I examine the implications of this study for theory 
development in the public relations and information design fields. This 
section is divided into two areas: 
• Findings of this study that link to existing research 
• Findings of this study that were not anticipated through the literature 
review. 
Findings of this study that link to existing research 
The findings of this study suggest that some of the existing research examined 
in the literature review may be extended into the domain of public relations 
practitioners developing promotional publications for clients. There is 
currently little research examining this aspect of public relations work, which 
can be described as the meeting of public relations practice and information 
design. The lack of research in this area means that we have no basis for 
describing how public relations practitioners develop promotional 
publications for clients and no basis for developing theories about this aspect 
of public relations practice. 
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As suggested in the literature review, much of the existing research applicable 
to this study was drawn from studies of collaborative writing within 
organisations and from studies of information design, which primarily 
consider text books, technical documents, and manuals. The few studies 
focusing on promotional publications (Epstein, 1981; Kempson & Moore, 
1994; Steehouder & Jansen, 1987) tend to concentrate on how successful 
these publications are in meeting their aims, rather than focusing on how the 
materials are developed by practitioners. The themes emerging from this 
study allow for some tentative links to be drawn between existing research 
and the ways that practitioners involved in this study described their work. 
These links suggest important areas for further research and potential theory 
development. 
The following links can be drawn between this study and studies of 
collaborative writing in organisations: 
• This study suggests that Van Pelt and Gillam's (1991) models of 
collaborative writing may equate to the two approaches public relations 
practitioners use to develop promotional publications, described in this 
study as the production line approach and the team approach. 
• This study suggests that public relations practitioners recognise the 
distinction between routine tasks and special tasks identified by Couture 
and Rymer (1993 ), and that practitioners will adjust their practices 
according to the project's requirements. The themes emerging from this 
study suggest that practitioners may use the production line approach 
when efficiency is most important, and may use the team approach when 
creativity is their key concern. 
• This study suggests that the approaches used by public relations 
practitioners to develop promotional publications for clients can be 
described as collaborative in the sense used by Van Pelt and Gillam 
(1991), Couture and Rymer (1993), and, possibly, also in the sense used by 
Farkas (1991). 
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The following links can be drawn between this study and studies examining 
different aspects of information design: 
• This study suggests that the traditional separation of tasks in the 
development of publications identified by N ini ( 1996), Parker ( 1989), 
Schriver (1997), Sless (1994b), and Waller (1982) is a recognised 
approach to public relations work. All participants in this study recognised 
the separation of writing and design, and felt that this separation 
dominated their work. This contrasts with suggestions by researchers such 
as Benson (1985), Duchastel (1982), Lay and Karis (1991), Sless (1994b), 
Waller (1982), and Wickliff and Bosley (1996) that these separations may 
be beginning to break down. 
• This study provides some support for suggestions that designers focus on 
appearance over communication (Black, 1995; Hartley, 1996; Kramer & 
Bernhardt, 1996; MacKenzie, 1993a; Tufte, 1997; Wurman, 1989). This 
study provides support for these researchers in that project managers and 
writers involved in this study held a common perception that designers 
focus primarily on appearance. However, the group conducted with 
designers provided a direct contrast to the perceptions of project managers 
and writers; designers argued that the primary purpose of their design work 
is to clearly communicate the client's message and look for ways to 
encourage readers to pick up the document. 
• As no practitioner involved in this study suggested that they draw on 
guidelines for document development, this study could provide some 
support for Duffy's (1981) and Schriver's (1989) suggestions that guidelines 
may be of little use to practitioners as they include little 'how-to' 
information for practitioners to apply, and that they can be vague or 
simplistic. 
• There is some support from this study that Duffy's (1981) model of 
document design may be a useful basis for beginning to describe the ways 
that practitioners approach the development of promotional publications 
for clients. However, key aspects of Duffy's model include the focus on 
readers in the planning and evaluation stages, and the integration of text 
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and design work in the development stages. These aspects appeared to be 
missing in the ways that practitioners described their work. 
• This study provides support for the arguments that it is impossible to 
separate the functions of text and design, with participants in this study 
echoing the arguments of researchers (DEET, 1990; MacKenzie, 1993a; 
Overmyer, 1991; Swann, 1991, in MacKenzie, 1993b; Twyman, 1982; 
Waller, 1985). However, there is little material emerging from this study to 
suggest ways that practitioners ensure the successful interaction of text and 
design, particularly if text and design are not developed simultaneously. 
• This study provides support for researchers identifying the low emphasis 
that practitioners place on formal evaluation of their work (Huettman, 
1996; Nini, 1996; Penman, 1994; Schriver, 1993; Warren, 1993). 
Findings of this study that were not anticipated through 
the literature review 
As an exploratory research project, this study focused on themes that were 
important to those participating in the study rather than on themes that were 
imposed by the researcher. Little research has been conducted in this area, 
and it was, therefore, impossible to anticipate what themes practitioners 
would focus on and how their discussions of these themes would develop. 
Through this study, I hoped to gain a greater understanding of how public 
relations practitioners approach the work of developing promotional 
publications for clients, and to develop some understanding of how the 
various people involved in developing these publications collaborate in their 
work. 
Three important themes emerged from this study that were not anticipated 
through the literature review. These themes relate to the ways that 
practitioners collaborate to develop promotional publications, an area that 
has received scant attention in existing research. These themes suggest areas 
for further study before any descriptive base of how practitioners approach 
their work can be developed. 
Page 168 
Information Design in Public Relations Practice Chapter 5: Conclusions and implications 
• The relationships between project managers, designers, and writers 
emerged as an important consideration for practitioners, and as an area 
where there appears to be some misunderstanding. While project 
managers, designers, and writers appear to have very clear perceptions of 
each other, and they appear to have developed their ways of working to 
suit these perceptions, this study suggests that there are some 
contradictions in these views. For example, project managers said that 
designers need to be closely monitored as they have a tendency to 'over, 
design', whereas designers said that they strive to find creative solutions to 
the client's information need rather than designing something for their 
personal portfolio. These views provide a basis for further study: to develop 
a clear understanding of how practitioners approach their work, we need 
to understand more about how they view the practitioners they work with, 
and understand more about how these views influence their work. 
• The relationships that practitioners have with their client emerged as an 
important consideration for project managers, designers, and writers. 
Project managers may have a dual role as consultant and client, working as 
a consultant to the ultimate client for the project and as client to the 
designer. All the practitioners involved in this study stressed the 
importance of meeting face,to,face with their client, and designers 
expressed frustration that the project manager may stand between them 
and the ultimate client for the project. 
• The role of project manager as writer was revealed through this study. 
Project managers suggested that they tend to write or edit the text for 
their publication projects before they pass the project on to a designer. 
The role of project manager is rarely discussed in the information design 
literature, although it is recognised by Morgan (1997). However, managing 
the development of promotional publications is a widely recognised role 
for public relations practitioners (Baskin, Aronoff, & Lattimore, 1997; 
Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Jefkins, 1994; Wilcox, Ault, & Agee, 1997). If the 
project manager is also usually the writer of the text, as suggested by 
practitioners involved in this study, this draws into question the traditional 
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separation of writing and design roles. It is not clear from this study 
whether the traditional separation of roles can be directly applied to a 
public relations setting. While practitioners involved in this study 
suggested that writing and design roles are usually separate, there is also 
evidence that project managers are involved in all stages of the project. 
This could mean that the project manager/writer has a role to play in the 
document's design, but that the designer is split off from the concept and 
text stages. It is possible that the separation of roles would be better 
described in a public relations context as a fragmentation of the role of the 
designer. This is a question that can be addressed only through further 
research. 
Implications for further research 
This study aimed to explore links between information design literature, 
collaborative writing literature, and the work of public relations practitioners 
developing promotional publications for clients. In exploring these links, this 
study aims to consider issues and themes that are important to practitioners 
in their work, and contribute to the process of theory development. This 
study has contributed to the development of theories of public relations and 
information design practice by: 
• Exploring links between existing research and the themes discussed by 
practitioners participating in this study 
• Considering themes emerging from the study that were not anticipated 
through the literature review. 
The findings of this study suggest several avenues for further research. 
Research projects could explore: 
• Whether there is a typical process that practitioners use to develop 
promotional publications 
• Whether Duffy's (1981) model of document design provides a workable 
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base for exploring the processes that practitioners use when developing 
promotional publications for clients 
• How practitioners develop promotional publications to ensure that text 
and design work together 
• Whether there are implications for the traditional separation of writing 
and design roles in the ways that public relations practitioners work, 
particularly given the dual role of project manager as writer 
• How the views that project managers, designers, and writers hold of 
their own work and each other's work influence the ways that 
practitioners collaborate, particularly the ways in which project 
managers and designers collaborate 
• Whether the two approaches to developing publications identified in 
this study - the production line approach and the team approach - are 
widely applicable to public relations practice 
• How the production line approach and the team approach to 
developing promotional publications facilitate different types of 
collaborative work practice. 
These research questions suggest that we are still a long way from 
understanding how practitioners work together when developing promotional 
publications for clients. As Orna (1996) points out, we have 'recipe~book' 
advice at the level of rules and techniques, but this advice is not anchored in 
any sound basis of theory. The questions emerging from this study demonstrate 
close links with what Lay and Karis (1991) see as the central concern for 
document designers. They suggest that the central current concern is to 
explore ways that writers, editors, graphic designers, and technical experts 
work together, ensuring that they work together early and often, and maintain 
a cooperative spirit rather than a competitive spirit (p. 207). 
These questions can be best explored through methods that allow the 
researcher close access to the typical work practices of practitioners. In 
addition, these questions can be explored most thoroughly through methods 
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that allow direct observation of practitioners at work, rather than methods 
that involve practitioners reflecting on the issues that are important to them. 
These requirements suggest that ethnographic studies of public relations 
practitioners could provide the next step in exploring these questions and 
building theories of public relations and information design practice. The use 
of ethnographic studies for this type of research is well supported in the 
research literature (Debs, 199Jb; Doheny,farina, 1986; Doheny,farina & 
Odell, 1985; Lay & Karis, 1991; Odell & Goswami, 1985; Oma, 1996; Spilka, 
199Jb). Ethnographic studies of public relations practice, focusing on the 
ways that promotional publications are developed by practitioners, are, 
therefore, recommended as the next step in expanding this research. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have examined the themes emerging from this study and 
related these themes to the material discussed in the literature review. From 
this discussion, I have started to develop a picture of the issues that are 
important for public relations practitioners when developing promotional 
publications for clients. 
I concluded this chapter by discussing the implications of this research for 
theory development and the implications for further research. This study has 
uncovered several issues that are important to public relations practitioners in 
their publications work, and has identified several links between public 
relations practice and the research in the fields of information design and 
collaborative writing. I conclude that ethnographic research is needed to 
explore these issues further. 
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Start with introductions. Ask each participant to briefly explain their work 
and their role in producing publications. 
• How do you go about producing promotional publications? Is there an 
accepted development process that you follow? 
• How do the various people involved work together? The client? The 
writer? Designer? Illustrator? Other consultants? 
• How does your role in the process work? Can you influence the 
decisions of others? What approvals will your work go through? Does 
someone at another stage of the process have any authority to change 
your work? 
• How do text and design work together in the documents you produce? 
Do you think about text and design decisions in any particular order? 
• Do the writers and designers work together or meet during the 
document development process? 
• How do you know if your work is good / will be successful? 
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Appendix l: 
Summary of groups 
with ~Jroject managers 
Note to participants: This summary includes what I see as the major themes 
from our discussion. The summary does not include any direct quotes from 
individuals and, as you will see, no participant is identified. Please let me 
know if there are any additional points you would like to discuss, or if there is 
any part you think I may have misinterpreted. Thanks. 
The publication production process 
• Project managers agree that, in most projects, text comes first - text is 
approved by the client before it is taken to the designer. 
• In some cases, it's possible to develop text and design together- there may 
be enough text to do a concept design, so that the client can check final 
text and the design concept together. This approach helps the client to see 
how the final product will look. 
• Project managers identified a difference between the classic public 
relations/government approach where publication production is split into 
functions, and a more team based approach which is common in 
advertising and also in television work. The traditional PR approach is to 
write the copy and fit the design around it. The splitting of functions may 
make for efficient management of business, but does not encourage 
effective writing and design. The separation of functions, and the staged 
process of publication production, is a very common approach. 
• Some project managers say they try to avoid the separation of tasks, 
getting designers to work as part of the team. They try to brief designers at 
the beginning of the project so they can be involved in the initial concept. 
• Designers are less likely to be involved throughout the process if design is 
being outsourced (as in most consultancies). 
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• Many project managers provide designers with a thumbnail sketch of what 
they're after. This will be part of the briefing process. 
• Project managers feel that having one client approval point is an 
important part of the production process. Project managers find it easiest 
to deal with one person in the organisation. It's also important to explain 
to clients how adding people into the approval process will extend the 
project's timeline. 
The role of project managers in the publication process 
• Project managers see their role as managing the entire process, being 
responsible for the overall look of the product, and giving guidance to the 
various people involved. The real key to project management is in the 
communication vehicle - helping clients to establish how to communicate 
with their audience, and exploring what clients really need. 
• Project managers tend to be responsible for the text in a publication, 
particularly if they are working in a PR consultancy. They see writing and 
managing the production as their core role. Part of this role is choosing 
the appropriate designer for the job. 
The briefing 
• Project managers continually returned to the briefing stage as one of the 
key stages in publication production. There are two elements of the 
briefing process: the briefing taken from the client, and the briefing to 
designers and other professionals. 
• Project managers feel that clients often lack an understanding of how to 
brief- they need to be educated in how to do it well. Government 
communication people, though, brief extremely well when they are 
outsourcing a project. A good briefing makes the job much easier, because 
everyone involved understands what the job is being evaluated against. 
• Designers need to be well briefed to instil in them an understanding of 
what the project is about. Briefings are best done face-to-face. 
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Client education 
• Client education is an important part of the project manager's work. Many 
people don't understand the production process, and project managers 
need to explain processes, timelines, and costs. 
• Clients also need education/consultation about the product's purpose. 
Project managers often find that clients don't think in terms of the overall 
communication - who makes up the target audience, what message is 
appropriate, and how it is appropriate to reach them. Ensuring that clients 
realise that their copy needs rewriting or editing can also be a process of 
educating them about readers' needs. 
Ensuring that text and design work together 
• Project managers feel that part of their job is ensuring that text and design 
work well together. Designed text will read quite differently from 
wordprocessed text, and clients may want to make changes at this point. 
• Text and design are more likely to fit together well if they are developed 
simultaneously. 
• Most designers want signed off text, and they will squeeze the text to fit 
the design. The other approach is to develop the two together, write the 
text to fit the design concept, and then cut the text to fit. The latter 
approach usually results in a better product. However, in most cases, text 
will be finalised before the designer begins work. 
• Project managers feel that there are some projects where the design is the 
most important element, and should take precedence over the text. There 
are other projects where the text takes the dominant role. The visual 
impact of the design is the thing that gets people to pick up the document 
and begin reading. The balance between providing information and 
attractiveness can be a fine one. Finding the compromise between text and 
design involves going back to the client's objectives for the job. 
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Working with designers and other professionals 
• Project managers feel that they need to understand the direction of the 
project and pass this on to the others involved. 
• Designers are not readers of material, and it doesn't make sense to expect 
them to read the text. Designers tend to concentrate more on how things 
look than on what the product is communicating. The project manager's 
job is to explain the project to the designer. This may involve providing 
thumbnail sketches or examples of other work that fit the general 
approach. 
• Designers are often interested in creating a colourful, whiz~bang design; 
the project manager's job is to control the outcome. Project managers will 
check and approve designs before sending them on to the client. Often, 
project managers will ask designers to develop two or three options, and 
will then take the most appropriate design to the client. It's important to 
ask designers to explain their approach so that project managers can pass 
this on to the client. 
• Project managers feel that it's important to brief designers directly, rather 
than briefing account managers. If account managers are briefed, 
miscommunication is likely. 
• Project managers prefer to have designers involved in the print 
management stage of design. Having a good relationship with printers is 
extremely important. 
Consultancy vs in-house 
• Project managers generally feel that consultants are taken more seriously, 
and get a better deal, than in~house people. However, this can work in 
reverse too, as consultants are lacking an internal powerbase. 
Ensuring success 
• Project managers check the success of their projects by comparing the 
outcome to the original brief. They also check whether timelines and 
budgets have been met, and talk to their client about the product's success. 
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Appendix 3: 
Summary of group 
with graphic designers 
Note to participants: This summary includes what I see as the major themes 
from our discussion. The summary does not include any direct quotes from 
individuals and, as you will see, no participant is identified. Please let me 
know if there are any additional points you would like to discuss, or if there is 
any part you think I may have misinterpreted. Thanks. 
The publication production process 
• Designers make a distinction between a team approach to publications -
where project managers, writers, and designers work together to develop a 
publication - and a production line approach - where signed off text is 
brought to a designer for execution. While the team approach is 
preferable, particularly when the roles are allowed to be unstructured, the 
most common approach is the production line. Designers identify a 
common 'them and us' attitude- designers are not given the opportunity 
to think about the content or central idea for the project. This is very 
different from the common approach in advertising agencies, where a team 
approach is used. 
• Often, writers/project managers take a brief and then pass it on to 
designers. Designers are told the overall concept and not given a great deal 
of supporting information. Clients/project managers often try to impose 
designs on the designers. 
Direct access to clients 
• Having direct access to clients is an important issue for designers. It's 
important to be able to ask the client questions and get a real feel for what 
the client wants. This isn't possible in agencies that have account 
managers who liaise between the designer and client. Being one step 
removed from the client can create real problems. 
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• This is also the case when working with communication/public relations 
consultants. These people may not give the designer direct access to the 
client, and may make decisions without consulting the client. 
• Having direct access to the client helps ensure that designers don't deliver 
someone else's interpretation of the job. 
The designer's role in the publication process 
• Designers believe that it's best if they are involved in the process right 
from the start. This helps to produce the best information product because 
concept, text, and design can be developed together. This is more likely to 
happen with annual reports than any other type of publication. 
• Designers believe that it's important for them to read the text they are 
given to develop an understanding of the communication product. 
Reading the text -even scanning it to find the key points - is vital if the 
design is going to match the content. It's an important part of developing 
a design concept. 
• Designers identify a difference between designers and layout artists -
designers understand the process and their skills are best used when they 
are part of the decision making. 
• Designers believe it is important that they are involved in the print 
management process. As they understand the job's design, they can then 
ensure that the printed product is what is expected. 
The briefing 
• The briefing is a critical stage and designers like to spend time with 
clients, getting a real feel for what they want. Some designers use formal 
briefing sheets; others rely on face~to~face communication. All agreed that 
the briefing process is best when they talk directly to the client, rather 
than allowing a project manager/writer to pass information along. 
• A client presentation at concept stage is an important part of the briefing 
process. It's an opportunity to explain how and why the designer has 
chosen to do things in a certain way. 
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Client education 
• Client education is a big part of designers' work. A lot of people don't 
understand the design process, and believe that design work can be done 
very quickly. Clients also often think they can find new short cuts in the 
process. Client education helps to ensure that timelines are respected and 
the client understands the designer's role. Client education helps to build 
respect. 
• Clients also need to be educated about how to provide text. Designers find 
it frustrating when text is partially laid out- with tabs, all capitals, fold 
marks- and designers then need to take the document back to raw text. 
Designers feel that when writers play with the design of wordprocessed 
text they are trying to take some control of the process. 
• It's important for designers to have a point where they advise clients that a 
particular idea is not working but, if the client insists on following it 
through, to allow the client to have what they want. In this situation, the 
designer becomes purely a technician, with no suggestion and no 
creativity. 
• When clients develop design ideas that they want to incorporate into the 
job, the designer will either go with what the client wants and also offer 
other options for the client to consider, or will incorporate some small 
element of the client's idea into the design. This helps ensure that the 
client feels part of the process. 
• Designers feel that computers are influencing their client relationship. 
Computers are leading to some blurring between the writing and design 
stages. This can lead to writers/project managers feeling they can design 
their own products. 
Ensuring that text and design work together 
• Designers suggest that text and design do not always work together 
particularly well. Annual reports are one example of when the people 
involved work hard to ensure that the two work together. 
• Designers find that clients often read text differently once it is designed, 
and will want to make changes - particularly to headlines. 
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• When designers work with writers from the beginning of the job, the text 
and design are more likely to work together. Both the text and design can 
then impact on the tone of the product. This is unusual, though; in most 
cases designers are provided with completed text. 
• It's important for designers to remember the document's purpose, and not 
be overly 'arty'. The aim is to communicate a message, and achieve a 
design that supports the message without getting in the way. Designers 
constantly check their design motivations to ensure they stay on track. 
• New approaches to design, particularly the deconstruction of typefaces, 
allow the text to be used as an illustration. If it's done well, for the right 
audience, it can support the text and create an interesting image. 
Working with PR people and other professionals 
• Designers suggest that working with PR people can be frustrating: they 
often think they know how to do the job themselves, they want to control 
the design, and they'll liaise between the designer and the client (meaning 
that the designer may not speak to the client). PR consultants can actually 
limit the project by making decisions without consulting the client. They 
also often stand in the middle and control the process by keeping everyone 
separate- for example, the designer may not get an opportunity to brief 
the photographer (therefore ending up with photographs that don't fit the 
concept). On the positive side, designers find that PR people understand 
the process and understand how to provide text. 
Consultancy vs in-house 
• Designers feel that consultant designers are more likely to be respected and 
appreciated than in-house designers. When approaching a consultant, the 
client is more likely to have thought the project through than when using 
in-house people. 
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Ensuring success 
• Designers check the success of their work by talking to the client about 
the outcome of the job. They feel that repeat business is a good indication 




Summary of group 
with writers 
Note to participants: This summary includes what I see as the major themes 
from our discussion. The summary does not include any direct quotes from 
individuals and, as you will see, no participant is identified. Please let me 
know if there are any additional points you would like to discuss, or if there is 
any part you think I may have misinterpreted. Thanks. 
The publication production process 
• Text is usually developed first, as a result of a client briefing. 
• Where possible, writers like to work as a team with the other professionals 
involved in producing the publication (designers, photographers). 
• Occasionally, writers find that it's possible to develop text and design 
concurrently - though usually the designers will want signed off text 
before starting the design. 
• On occasions, it is productive to rewrite parts of the text once the designer 
has started work, rewriting to fit in with the designer's ideas. The result 
will then be stronger. 
• It can be difficult to begin writing if the writer doesn't have a concept of 
what the finished product will be like. Writers would prefer to make those 
early concept decisions with designers, but this is not possible if the 
designer doesn't become involved until the text is finished. In these cases, 
the writer will make concept decisions and the designer will have to work 
with that. In some instances it's almost a stand-off, trying to work out who 
will begin the project. 
• It's important to have an independent person look at the document before 
it's finished - the writer becomes so close to the job that they stop seeing 
things. 
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The writer's role in the publication process 
• A major part of the writer's job is balancing between what the client wants 
to say and what the audience will read. Writers find it frustrating when 
clients appear to want to do the bulk of the writing themselves. 
• It's important for writers not to take too much ownership of the project-
it's important to be happy for the client to make changes. 
• Writers sometimes find that there's confusion over their role- particularly 
when working within an organisation- it's easy to be treated as a 
secretary, and seems to be linked to a perception that everybody can write. 
• There's some advantage in being able to both write and design a 
publication - the process is much more efficient and text decisions can be 
made later in the process. One of the problems is that the creative input of 
the graphic designer is then lost. 
• When the writers also fill a project management role they will often take 
all the designer's options to the client (rather than acting as a filter). In 
many cases they'll also try to get the artist involved in client meetings. 
• Where possible, the writers get clients to approve text before moving on to 
the design stage. Clients generally want to think about text first -they 
want to get the text right first and think about design later. 
Client education 
• Client education and establishing client trust is an important part of the 
writer's job. Clients tend to think they're magnificent communicators. 
They forget that the audience may not have their education or experience. 
It's difficult to get people to take advice about text style. 
• The writers find that clients can be 'trained up' to understand the 
approach to writing text for readers. 
• Winning credibility with clients is important - once that is done the 
process becomes much easier. 
• It's important to remind clients that wordprocessed text is still to be 
designed - that it will look different when the design is done. 
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• It's also important to convince clients to read content and not just look for 
typos. Clients love to find typos because they're finding an error 
introduced by an 'expert'. Typos can overtake the meaning for the client. 
It's also difficult to convince clients that writing is a process- each 
successive draft is not meant to be the perfect final product. 
• Involving clients in the writing process is important- involving them in 
as many places as possible helps to give them ownership. 
Ensuring that text and design work together 
• Once the text has been designed, the writers like to have another 
opportunity to look over the text. It's possible that the design will change 
the meaning of some text, and it's important to have the opportunity to 
rethink it. 
• One important job of writers is to ensure that text isn't over~designed. It 
needs to be designed in a way that communicates the message and is 
appropriate to the audience. 
Working with designers and other professionals 
Working with designers 
• It's very important to give designers clear instructions of what the writer is 
hoping to get from the publication. Giving them examples of other 
publications that work is a good idea. Giving written instructions is 
important- it's easy to get caught out if you rely on an oral briefing. 
• Designers look at grey matter that they are going to position on the page 
in an attractive way. They don't look at the meaning of the text, or even 
read the text. It is the writer's job to look out for the content and the 
overall meaning. One strategy is to give artists a summary of what the 
story is about - a synopsis of what is important and what is being 
communicated. 
• The writers like to brief photographers in conjunction with designers, 
getting the two to work together on the design. 
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Working with communication/public relations people 
• There is some perception that people with a communication background 
will accept the writer's work more readily. There tend to be many more 
corrections when writers work directly with clients. 
Working in a consultancy vs working in-house 
• There is a perception that consultant writers have more credibility than 
people working in house- partly because the client comes to you and is 
more prepared for the project. 
Ensuring success 
• Writers identified that they check the success of their work by talking to 
past clients and asking how the project had worked. One discussed the 
importance of setting up reader evaluation systems. 
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